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BRITISH BRATVA 


Maxim 

Staking out the London journalist who's set on exposing the 
Bratva's money launderer, my mission is to stop him in his 
tracks. But it's the man's stepdaughter who stops me in 
mine. The younger woman | fall in love with from a distance 
is everything | ever wanted and when | find out he's been 
hurting her, there's nothing | won't do to make her mine. 


Elizabeth 

All | wanted was to find a way to tear down my stepfather's 
reputation and make a life of my own on the other side, but 
when a mysterious Russian keeps turning up to save the 
day, | have to make a choice between the plans | made and 
the future | never thought I'd have. 


Will | risk everything | thought | ever wanted to give myself 
body, soul and all of my heart to an older man? Would | join 
the Russian Mafia to be with him forever? 


*British Bratva is an insta-everything standalone instalove 
romance with an HEA, no cheating, and no cliffhanger. 


NEWSLETTER 


Wake up to a free, new, original story on Christmas morning 
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CHAPTER 1 


Maxim 


From the moment | opened the encrypted email from the 
account | used to communicate with my Russian brethren 
back in Moscow, the reason | wanted Pierce Sutherland dead 
changed. 


In the dark of the supposedly empty apartment | was 
camped out in, the screen glowed, backlighting the Cyrillic 
title of the file | decompressed. 

Over fifty JPEGs spooled out, and | clicked through them. The 
majority showed me dark, determined eyes and perfectly 
fine features, looking out with a grim stoicism that a young 
woman her age should never have known. 


Her name was Elizabeth Harrington and I'd been obsessed 
with her from the moment I laid eyes on her through the 

scope of my rifle from the apartment opposite the Chelsea 
home she shared with her stepfather. My intended target. 


It wasn't her face | was focused on. Each image showed her 
baring skin | dreamed of seeing someday for myself up 
close, without the barrier of a lens, but | never wanted to see 
it like this. In some images the bruises made pebbled 
patterns along her ribs. Other pictures, | could make out the 
imprint of an open hand, or the fingers of his fist. 

| heard a growl, before | realised the sound had come from 
my throat. 


| already knew the arsehole treated his stepdaughter worse 
than I'd treat a dog, but the photographs Valentin Rozhkov, 
my handler and second in command to the current Bratva 
Autoritat, Yakov Timoshenko, had just sent through were 
worse than I'd expected. 


In that moment, | couldn't have given fewer fucks about why 
the Russian President wanted him neutralised, or about the 
future funds of our organisation that his investigation had 
hanging in the balance. Pierce Sutherland was going to look 
me in the eyes and regret every fly he'd ever swatted, every 
spider he'd ever crushed. And then I was going to carve him 
up for touching her and relish every scream. 


“Our hacker pulled them from her computer, Maxim. | think 
you have what you need to approach her now." 


The clipped Russian accent came clearly through the 
speaker without a grain of interference, despite the distance 
between Moscow and London. Unlike Timoshenko, Valentin 
understood the importance of investing in good kit. He also 
knew me well enough to know | wasn't going to let what this 
man had been doing pass. 

"I'm going to kill him with my bare hands. I'm going to rip 
his head off, and feed his bloody body to the pigs." 

"I thought you might react that way. Focus. Please. | won't 
ask again. We need his investigation taken apart. Nothing to 
be published. After that, do as you please. We will need him 
neutralised | don't care how that happens." 


"When I'm done with him, neutralised won't be the word." 
“Don't get sloppy, Maxim. No mistakes." 


“Maxim Toropov doesn't make mistakes. Goodnight Valentin. 
| have a dinner to go to." 


| didn't shock easily. I'd been doing wet work for years, 
straight out of the army after school. I'd honed my killing 
Skills on the battlefield, and when | came back from the 
army, it was an easy step to tumble into business with some 
very serious men. I'd seen and done things that would stain 
my soul black for the rest of eternity. But Sutherland 
shocked me. 


It took a special kind of bastard to lay a hand on a woman 
the way he did, for no other reason than his own diminished 


ego trying for an easy boost. All my kills were necessary, one 
way or the other, for the good of the Bratva. The world we 
lived in came with those kind of mortal checks and balances, 
and | was playing the reaper. It was just a job, but | had no 
doubt | felt the impact of what | did a thousand times more 
than Pierce Sutherland. 


The contract on Sutherland should have been just another 
job. It was. Until it wasn't. 


With the line to Valentin dead, | went over the files again. 


These pictures changed it all. Stretching back years, they 
showed Elizabeth's progression from girl to woman, along 
with every bruise she had suffered along the way and in 
each image her face reflected in the long bedroom mirror I'd 
watch her stand in front of day after day, was a mask of 
stony defiance. | wanted to crush the bastard. Rip him limb 
from limb. 


Over the past three weeks, I'd seen her take these pictures 
after he cornered her. Up in her room at the top of the house, 
she'd take out the camera and the laptop she kept hidden, 
stashed under the floorboards. Now | knew she documented 
everything he did, each photograph was date stamped and 
she made short, factual notes that | didn't want to read. 


Tuesday, 9:30pm. Drunk. Backhand. 


It had looked like her escape plan. Something recent. | never 
dreamt she'd been doing it for years. 


In the three weeks I'd been watching the house, | never saw 
her cry. I'd see her go up to her bedroom after he'd spewed 
fury into her face, and stand in front of the mirror and just 
breathe until her shoulders dropped back down. None of it 
touched her. The woman had so much self control she awed 
me. I'd never seen her raise her voice at him once, but when 
she got up to her room she'd hang a punching bag in the 
corner and go at it until her knuckles were raw, her t-shirt 


stuck to her back and her legs too shaky to keep her on her 
feet. 


| knew that way of keeping demons at bay all too personally. 
She was strong and capable, why hadn't she left? Why 
endure all this? | couldn't figure it out. 

Watching her, even from the distance | had to maintain, | 
Saw a woman who might have a chance of understanding 
who | was in a way nobody else ever had. I'd given up on 
thinking there would be a woman who'd align herself with 
the instability and violence that was my day to day. | told 
myself a woman was a weakness waiting to be exploited, but 
| wanted Elizabeth Harrington in ways | hadn't wanted 
anyone for years. 


She was eighteen and vital, against all odds, and | was going 
to show her what it was like to be protected by a real man. 
With me in her corner, she'd find out what it was like to 
know no one was ever going to touch her again, unless she 
wanted them to. Everything that had led me to this point 
had been to get me here, to her. And | wasn't going to let 
her down. 


Pierce Sutherland had to die for all he'd done, and | was 
going to be the one to end his life and set her free 


Elizabeth 


Cassie folded her arms across her chest as she leaned 
against the wall around the side of the hotel bar we both 
worked in, slumping against it with a heavy sigh. She looked 
old in the dim streetlight. Tired and worn out. | could see the 
spider web of lines branching out from the corners of her 
eyes. But she still had a smile for me. 


"Thought that last guy was going to flood the bar with all 
the drooling he was doing over you. This is why | button my 


shirt all the way up, kid." 


| rolled my eyes, watching her light up a cigarette. She was 
old school. One of the last remaining refusers to vape. "Yeah, 
yeah." 


It didn't bother me who looked. Maybe it should have. 
Maybe I'd have cared more if | didn't have other things to 
worry about. But it was just my body. That was a mantra I'd 
learned pretty well. 


"You're attractive, Elizabeth. They're going to look if you 
give them something to look at." 

"Maybe | don't care." 

Sometimes, | thought it would be amazing to have some 
gorgeous guy with a perfect smile touch me and kiss me, 
and treat me like | was just another pretty girl. That was the 
part of me that slipped my top button and made sure my 
Shirt fit right, the part of me that thought it would be nice to 
have a little fun, like all the rest of my classmates. 


But most of the time | didn't think that at all. | thought 
about my stepdad, because the men here were closer to him 
in their fancy suits with their Pinot Noir and their Cabernet 
Sauvignon than any idea of someone who was going to 
come and whisk me away. At the gym I went to, they were all 
tough guys who didn't know what to make of me in my 
baggy clothes and standoffish attitude. There weren't any 
boys at school. And I’d nearly broken the hand of the last 
customer who decided it was okay to grab me. 

Cassie was the only reason | didn't get fired on the spot. 
She'd been good to me since | tried to con her into believing 
| was old enough to serve alcohol when | walked in trying to 
get a job with a cringe-worthy fake ID and the idiocy of 
fifteen year olds all over the world. 

| think she saw the desperation in my eyes when no one else 
did, because | can’t think of another reason why she would 


have humoured me and my cut-glass accent and juvenile 
Snark enough to give me a job in the back washing glasses. 


A year on, she never replaced me with anyone else to stack 
the dishwasher when | graduated to bar work for real, and 
two years after that, | was still here. | owed her so much 
more than she could ever have known. 


"You Okay today? You came in pretty rushed." 


There was a sandwich packet in the bag dangling from her 
fingers. My eyes locked onto it through the thin plastic and | 
could feel myself start to salivate. My stomach was already 
trying to digest itself. 


"School stuff. It's nothing." 


| got kept late because | still hadn't put in my UCAS 
application and the career guidance counselor wouldn't take 
the bloody hint. At St Paul's Girls everybody went on to 
university. She said that if | wanted to go on a Gap Year, | 
should apply anyway and get my place deferred. She said 
that if trekking around South East Asia was something | was 
seriously considering then | should share my plan with her 
so she could help get it up to scratch. 


She made me sit down and write a personal statement, 
which meant | had no time to eat before the start of my shift. 


It was a miracle | managed not to laugh in her earnest little 
face. 


But | couldn't tell her | wasn't doing either of those things. It 
would break all of Pierce's rules. His reputation was the only 
reason | still had my place at one of the top private schools 
in the country. He couldn't be seen treating his stepdaughter 
badly, no matter what went on behind closed doors. 
Couldn't kick me out of my dead mother's house either. 

Even though, as he loved to remind me, | had no legal right 
to it at all. Mum had died without a will. And deep down | 
knew he had something to do with it. 


"Nothing, huh?" 


"Yeah, Cassie, nothing. Sooner I'm done with it the better." 
"Don't wish your life away, kid." 
Lately, that was all | did. 


She must have noticed how hard | was staring at the 
Sandwich, because she held out half when she opened it up, 
and | bit into it with precisely zero decorum. 


"Christ Elizabeth. You're supposed to be a lady. 


| grinned at her around a mouthful of BLT. "Which idiot told 
you that?" 


A lady wouldn't do what | was planning. A lady wouldn't sit 
in wait and bide her time like some kind of sociopath, 
playing an act. 

The past three years I'd been as obedient at home as | could 
stomach to get ahold of whatever | could to take Pierce 
down. | grit my teeth through his flares of temper, knowing it 
had to have been one of those to cause Mum's fall. | had a 
plan to stack up everything | could against him, and | was 
taking what I could get from him while | got it all together. 


| was nearly there. The only thing holding me back was 
needing to take my final exams. | wanted to get out with 
good enough grades to give me a start somewhere on my 
own. Once they were over, all bets were off. 

Three years, nine months and two days ago, my stepfather 
got into an argument with my Mum, and that was the last 
time she ever said anything at all. If it took losing 
everything | had left, | wasn't going to let him get away with 
that. Revenge was a long time coming and | was more than 
ready to take it. 


CHAPTER 2 


Elizabeth 


It was late when | clocked off and the half sandwich | had 
shoved down my throat on break hadn't done much to make 
a dent in my appetite. But | had other things on my mind 
other than the hollowness of my stomach. 


Making sure Cassie didn't see me, | went around to the back 
of the kitchens after | had said goodbye. When | poked my 
head around the door of the office she was busy cashing up 
for the evening, a distinct frown on her face as she jabbed 
figures into the boxy computer on the paper-strewn desk. 


The door to the alley was open, same as usual, spewing 
steam and cooking smells out into the air. It was always like 
a furnace in there. | didn't know how the kitchen staff 
handled it. 


Right on time, Ben stepped out into the street, wiping the 
sweat off his forehead and taking out a packet of cigarettes. 
Refusal to vape ran in the family. He was Cassie's nephew. 
Her brother Mitch's son. 


He was an older guy, his body wasn't bad, because he was 
down at the gym helping his dad out on most of his days off. 
But there wasn't a thing about Ben that interested me. If he 
had more backbone, maybe | would have found him 
remotely attractive, but | just couldn't be interested in a guy 
who thought it was fine to stay exactly where he was, in the 
hole he found himself in. 


"Alright Ben." 


He looked up, cigarette between his lips, and he wiped his 
hand on his slightly grubby whites before he renewed the 


grip on his lighter and sparked a flame to light it. 


"Alright Lizzie." He squinted at me uneasily through a cloud 
of exhaled smoke from that first puff and | tried not to 
wrinkle my nose. 


Ben was somewhere close to thirty, or so | thought. He was a 
big, beefy guy who'd looked out for me since my first shift 
here. And just like Cassie and Mitch had, he'd taken me 
under his wing in a kind of big brother role. 


He fended off the cat calls and whoops the other chefs 
sometimes started up with in my direction. Not that | needed 
the help. Out in the bar I didn't cross paths with them so 
often, but when we did it was pretty clear that | could hold 
my own. | wasn't like the other waitresses, ready with a 
laugh and a blush when they tried something. 


And he liked me enough to do what I asked, even when it 
wasn't remotely sensible. Sometimes | worried he thought | 
owed him more than friendship. 

"Did you get it?" | asked. 

He gave me a long, hard look and | knew he was thinking of 
ways to tell me that what | was after wasn't the right course. 
"Lizzie..." 


"I told you not to call me that." | didn't like the idea of him 
thinking we were all that close, because | didn't want to lead 
him on. "It's Elizabeth or Liz if you really must. Did you get it 
for me?" 


“Begging your pardon for being friendly." He shook his head, 
and for a minute | regretted being so sharp. The big dumb 
idiot looked nearly wounded. 

“Ben, please. I'm sorry. Did you get it for me or not?" 
"Course | did. Do anything for you, | would." 

With a heavy sigh, he walked past me, over to the large 
rectangular wheelie bins and pushed the blue one away 
from the wall a little. | watched him crouch down and pick 


up one of those thin sports bags slung on strings. The way it 
hung taut told me whatever was inside was heavy. 

| pulled the neck of the bag open when he handed it over to 
me and took out a bundle of old toweling. 

Ben looked anxious. He kept glancing over his shoulder as 
though he was expecting a police raid at any minute. How 
anyone could ever think he was really capable of robbery, | 
had no idea. 

"You don't need to get it out here. Come on, seriously. What 
are you playing at?" 

| only just managed not to roll my eyes and | unraveled the 
towel despite him. | wanted to see what my hard earned 
money had gotten me, his neuroticism wasn't going to get in 
the way of that. 

The weight of the revolver when it fell into my waiting palm 
was more than I'd expected. It was deeply, seriously cold 
and there was a deadly heft to the thing even though it was 
stubby and small. | tilted it to see the Smith and Wesson 
logo on the side, and a rough patch where what | guessed 
was the serial number had been filed off. 

Ben let out an irritated huff and he glanced nervously 
towards the door. | swear | had more balls than he did. 
"Elizabeth..." 

"What?" 

"If the cops get wind of this..." 

Ignoring his warning tone, | took hold of the gun with both 
hands, raising it high to squint through the sights. 

"Tell them, did you? Relax. It's not like some Community 
Support Officers about to wander round the corner." 

"Christ almighty. Stop larking about. Put it away before 
someone sees." 

A minute longer and he might have wet himself. 


| shook my head, and lowered the gun. His nerves weren't 
going to take much more. It was duly disappointing to see 
him act like this, but not exactly a surprise. I'd been 
badgering him about this gun for months. 


"Calm down. Don't get your knickers in a twist. No one's 
going to come around the corner at this time of night. It's 
only you and me still here from the hotel." 


"You don't know that. Anyone could turn the corner." 


| really did roll my eyes then and | couldn't stop myself from 
letting out a heavy sigh. "Fine." Taking pity on him, | re- 
wrapped it in the towel before dropping it into the flimsy 
gym bag. "Thanks again, by the way. This is perfect. You got 
bullets too, right?" 


| didn't want the lecture | could feel brewing, and | was 
trying to head it off by hurrying him up so I could make 
myself scarce. 


Someone like Ben thought if you kept your head down and 
got on with the job life was going to turn around one day. It 
was why he was stuck one level above pot boy, and there 
was no way he was going any further while they kept 
recruiting people who were less nice than him. Less of a walk 
over. 


He was too kind. Too willing to do anything for anybody. It 
was why he'd done a stretch in prison. To keep his mate out 
of jail because he had a baby on the way and Ben thought 
he could handle it. | have no doubt he could. But | had no 
respect for him as a man. Sometimes you had to do 
something. You couldn't just stand there and keep taking it 
day after day, year after year. | had no concept of how he did 
that without a plan to move on, or go up the ranks or get 
into a better situation. 


He thought everything would turn out sunshine and 
rainbows if | just kept waiting a bit longer. But | was done 


having everyone else dictate the terms of my life. | wanted 
to take back control and this seemed like the best way. 


He dug deep in his pocket and pulled out a box of bullets. 
"Thanks Ben." 


"Į really... | definitely think you should think this through 
again, though Liz." For a minute I thought he wasn't going to 
hand them over. | was prepared to take them off him if | had 
to. 


Shaking my head, | slung the bag onto my back. "Don't give 
me that. If you really thought that you wouldn't have gotten 
it for me." 


Ben looked exasperated. 


"You would have gotten it somewhere else, though wouldn't 
you? You know this ain't a good choice." 


"No? What am I supposed to do, Ben? Just sit back, do 
nothing. Carry on letting him get away with it. He got off 
scott free for what happened to Mum and that's the only 
reason I've stayed where | am. Well, it's ending now. Just as 
soon as | finish my last exam, it's over." 


Ben flinched. "Why don't you just go to the cops? They'd 
help. You could tell them what he's done." 


| let out a laugh. "You're telling me to go to the cops? They 
stitched you up for something you didn't even do. You're an 
idiot, Ben." 

"Fuck you too, Liz." 


| swallowed hard, shook my head. "Shit, okay. I'm sorry. But 
I've seen what he does, Ben. He's too well connected. He'd 
get himself the best lawyer he could afford and they'd spin 
some story about me being vindictive, making it all up. | 
know how he works. I've seen how he lies. He gets people to 
believe him. That's what he does every day. It's his job." 


His shoulders sagged and he thrust the small box into my 
hands. "Just try not to get yourself caught, yeah? Dad'll 


bollock me if he finds out what your planning." 


| patted him on the shoulder, barely believing that out of the 
two of us, he was the one that needed telling how to handle 
his parents, even though he was over a decade older. He 
really needed to break away. "So don't tell him." 


"Yeah. That's all well and good until you turn up on the six 
o'clock news, ain't it?" He squinted at me, taking another 
drag of his cigarette and | watched it burn down close to his 
yellowed fingers. "You even know how to use that thing?" 


| gave him a long look of my own, turning on my heel to look 
back at him over my shoulder as | started out of the 
alleyway, towards my bus stop. "I'm sure'll figure it out. 
Don't you worry yourself Ben. I'll be just fine." 


Maxim 


The Chelsea townhouse came into focus when | adjusted the 
camera, and | tested the hook up to the screen. For all his 
talk about secrecy, Sutherland wasn't very security-minded 
at all. 


| was glad. If he was, | wouldn't have been able to follow 
Elizabeth as she walked around the house, flattening herself 
out of view to avoid bumping into Pierce on the landing, and 
scurrying up and down the stairs like a thief in her own 
home. 

Her behavior had confused me before I'd figured out what 
was going on. 

She was wealthy. Or her parents had been. By right she 
should have the same dim, horsey look that the rest of the 
Chelsea Elite inhabited. But she was different. I'd known 
that since | first set eyes on her from across the street. 


She'd come in out of the rain, and kicked her shoes off, 
clutching them in one hand as she bounced on the balls of 


her feet, compact and powerful. Running up the stairs, she 
stripped off her wet clothes like some kind of otherworldly 
nymph, and | halfway fell in love with her before she’d even 
reached the landing. 


| knew | shouldn't have watched, but | couldn't take my eyes 
off her. 

Wet clothes revealed a taut stomach and long, muscled 
limbs. Her perfectly rounded breasts were small enough to 
fit in the palms of my hands, tipped by dark, inviting areolas 
and perked nipples begged to be kissed and sucked. | was 
transfixed, right from that moment, horrified with myself 
that | couldn't look away, and | was getting hard watching 
this girl who was barely a woman strip down to her bright 
white underwear, thinking about how well | could warm her 
up. 

She might have been young, but there was nothing childlike 
about her. A woman she was, through and through. | had no 
doubt of that, not once. 


I'd seen a hundred other women technically more beautiful 
than she was. In my job, | dealt with so many sophisticated 
socialites who thought they could impress me with slow- 
batted eyelashes and absent boyfriends or husbands, so 
many women with short skirts and a willingness to use the 
length of their legs and the size of their breasts to get what 
they could out of me. But not one of them made me want 
them the way | wanted her. 


She had a purity about her, somehow, beneath her rugged, 
tomboy looks. As | watched her, | saw the delicate core of 
her that she kept hidden. 

Bundled into a fluffy robe that had the logo of the hotel she 
worked at embroidered on the front pocket, with her short 
hair and her muscled arms, was the only woman who made 
me forget the rest of the world existed. 


| would have crossed the street and broken down the door 
just to go upstairs and towel her feet dry, and worshipped 
them forever, if it hadn't been for Valentin in my ear. 


The first time | saw him hit her, | thought I'd let my eyes slip, 
and my subconscious had made it up, just because he was a 
boring, tiresome git, and sometimes, late at night, on high 
alert, my mind made up all kinds of things. 


She barely flinched, just carried on like nothing had 
happened, packed up what she was doing and left the room. 


The only reason | didn't shoot him right then and there, 
square in the middle of the forehead, was because | 
questioned whether it had actually happened. 


Sometimes she made it easy to miss the blows because she 
didn't react at all, and | hated to think how many hours that 
level of self-control had taken her to achieve. 


Three weeks in, | was unhealthily obsessed, and | didn't 
care. She was the reason | was still here, even though 
Sutherland was going to carry on with his predictable 
routine and give me nothing new and | should have been 
pushing on with the publisher's office instead. But | couldn't 
leave her alone with him. 


As close to the window as | dared, | scanned the darkened 
street with my binos, waiting impatiently for her to appear, 
irritated by the sound of the microwave behind me. | hated 
when she was out of my sight, and that was most of the time 
when | was trailing Sutherland. 

But there she was. Right on time. 

The microwave pinged. 

| juggled the hot plastic tray my dinner came in down onto 
the upturned crate I'd been using as a table. Jabbing at the 
skin of melted cheese with the tiny plastic spork the 
supermarket called cutlery, | took a seat on the decorators’ 
step stool, wary of the way it creaked under me and 


adjusted the angle of the screen of the laptop for a better 
view. 


This place was all plasterboard, plastic sheeting and 
exposed wiring, stuck somewhere between the first and 
second fix. Valentin had links with the firm who had the 
contract on the building. The owners were friends of his, 
although the paperwork didn't say so. 


It meant | had all the time | needed here, right opposite 
Pierce Sutherland's home, and an ability to come and go 
during the day without arousing suspicion, as long as | 
banged around enough and played the radio loud. Outside 
business hours | had to be more stealthy. So candlelight it 
was. 


You couldn't get much more romantic than that, even 
though the cuisine was lacking. 


| snarled down at the lasagne. The packet said it was the 
luxury range. | was unconvinced there was a great deal of 
difference between one dogmeat lasagne and the next. This 
one came in family size, and it was going to put more of a 
dent in my appetite than the child-sized portion that was 
supposed to be a calorie appropriate meal size. Not fora 
man with my metabolism it bloody well wasn't. 


Across the street, the kitchen light flickered on, and 
Elizabeth moved into view across the screen. It had taken 
some gymnastics to get the camera at the right angle to 
peer into the basement window of the kitchen, and I'd never 
admit | did it just for this. 


It had become a habit to wait for her to get in from her shift 
at the hotel bar I knew she worked at, and set my dinner out 
at the same time she had her's. 


First she'd pour a glass of water from the tap and nearly 
down it, before filling it again right up to the brim. Then 
she'd take a plate down from the cupboard, and pick up a 
fork. Sometimes she’d microwave something. 


Tonight she had a takeout box. 


"You have a good day?" | asked her, knowing she couldn't 
hear. It was a bad habit to fall into, but I'd started it weeks 
before. 


There were no microphones, no voice receivers . | hadn't 
been able to get in to bug the house - too busy tailing 
Sutherland. That was going to be the next step, but to do it 
right, | needed a far better locksmith than me, and an entire 
team to scour the place, plant bugs and leave it looking 
entirely undisturbed in the small window of time we could 
guarantee. Either that, or we needed someone with a key 
who could come and go at will, and do it piecemeal. 


Until then, | only had eyes on the building, eyes on her, 
even though I wanted far more than that. One day soon, | 
was going to make my approach and get it, but before then, 
| could imagine | was talking to her at least. 


"You look tired. You should have a bath. | could run it for you. 
Candles, too many bubbles. Then | could take you to bed." 


She deserved better than the life she had. She should have 
had every luxury at her disposal and | vowed one day that | 
was going to give it to her. It made me more angry than | 
knew what to do with that she was letting Sutherland's 
reputation stand. 


For what he'd put her through, he should have been 
dragged through the mud already. But | was going to set the 
record straight. He should have been locked up in jail, and | 
had friends there who could give him a thorough education 
on exactly what became of spineless men like him who 
thought it was okay to hit a women. He'd beg for death by 
the end of it, and I'd only let him have it when | thought 
he'd had enough. 


| watched her tip her food out onto her plate as she sat down 
by the window. Noodles maybe. Chow mein, pad thai? | 


wished | knew what she liked best, but I'd been stuck here, 
watching Pierce all evening and he hadn't left his study. 


"That looks nearly as rough as mine. | Know a place in 
Chinatown you'd like. I'll take you some time. When this is 
over." | dug into my lasagne, forking off a chunk and waiting 
for the steam to settle. 

"Cheers, Elizabeth. Bon appétit. Not long now. I'm coming 
for you, | promise." 


Elizabeth 


| was eating dinner in the kitchen when Pierce came in. 


He stood there, wavering in the doorway with an empty 
whisky bottle in his hand. | could smell the alcohol on him 
from where | sat even before he staggered forward to set it 
down on the table. 


No doubt he hadn't left his study all evening, still putting 
the finishing touches on his grand exposé, or planning all 
the grand, congratulatory dinners that were going to follow 
all the grand, publicity dinners he was currently swimming 
his way through like a soused herring. 

| despised the man. 


Instinct made me keep my head down, but it wasn't enough 
to avoid drawing his fire. 


"What the bloody hell are you doing in here? I've told you 
about this a hundred bloody times!" 

| had never called him dad and he wouldn't have wanted me 
to. Just because he married my mother, it didn't make us 
family. He'd been drilling that into me for the past few years 
and there wasn't a day that had gone by that | didn't believe 
it. 

“Having my dinner, what does it look like?" 


When they got together, | was fourteen, but even then | 
knew something about him was off. 


By then | had a well-honed sense of the shift in atmosphere 
when | was in trouble over nothing at all. He'd bring it in 
with him like a thundercloud crossing the sun, and I'd known 
that if | breathed wrong, I'd be in for it. It made me long for 
the superpower to be able to disappear. 


He was way too smooth. Alway had been. All the 
compliments to Mum had always sounded fake to me, and 
he loved to make out like he was the most intelligent one in 
the room. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on 
end. Mum thought he was so clever. At first everything she 
did was pure perfection. He idolized her and Mum wanted 
that to be true so badly. 


They got married in a whirl, and suddenly all the criticisms 
started worming it’s way in, and his temper flared into life 
over nothing. She told me not to go out of my way to annoy 
him, when all | was doing was being me. We'd learned, the 
pair of us, how to creep around to avoid setting him off. Only 
sometimes that annoyed him too, and he'd start shouting 
about how we all acted like he was some kind of monster. 


| don't know if they were ever happy together. Whether if 
things would have been smoother between them without a 
teenage daughter in the mix. But deep down, | never really 
thought the problem was me. 


| tried to stand up, knowing the time | had to get out 
unscathed with my dinner salvaged was vanishing by the 
second. Unpredictability had become predictable by then 
and the only safe place was out of hitting distance. | wanted 
to get out of the kitchen, go up to my room. But | wasn't 
quick enough. 

His meaty fist slammed down on my shoulder, driving me 
back into the wooden chair and | forced myself not to fight 
him. 


Right then | was too tired, too hungry to care whether | did 
the sensible thing and inside the gym bag on the table, | 
had my way out ready to use. | wanted him to push me. | 
wanted him to see exactly what I'd do. 


"I asked you what you think you're doing?" 


"Eating my bloody dinner you arsehole!" | glared up at him, 
knowing | should have kept my head down instead. 


He stepped closer, hand raised back and | tensed for the 
blow, but his fat, loathsome fingers connected with my 
plate, swiping it off the table in a clatter of broken dishes. 
My fork skidded away across the tiles, underneath the 
fridge, and | hated that | felt myself flinch as the plate 
shattered on the tile floor. 


I wasn't afraid of him. | was afraid of what I'd do to him if | 
let myself. 


When Pierce threw the family aloum out and every other 
picture of Mum in the trash, he said she was a dirty con 
artist, tricking him into marrying her so he'd be burdened 
with looking after me when she was in the ground. 


He sounded like he thought she died on purpose, just to 
spite him. As though it was her fault she had a brain 
hemorrhage after the fall. 


| would have blown the whistle on him years ago, but | 
couldn't bring myself to walk away from what used to be my 
home. It should have been mine, but Mum hadn't left a will - 
hadn't expected to die young. None of us had seen it 
coming. 

Lack of foresight meant everything had gone to Pierce, as 
her husband of less then a year. | hadn't been able to stand 
him then, and it only got worse when Mum was gone, but | 
couldn't just walk away. 

There was no way | was letting the monster steal all of my 
mother's things. | made a promise to myself on the day of 
her funeral one way or another, one day, | was going to get 


him out of here, even if | couldn't get my home back. And | 
promised myself, | was going to take his shiny reputation 
down too. 


But somewhere along the line, he started hitting me, and 
ruining his reputation, taking back what was mine ceased to 
be enough. | wanted him dead more than | wanted anything 
else in my life. 


Out of the corner of my eye, | could see my egg fried rice 
sticking to the side of the fridge. It pissed me off that he'd 
wasted my food when | was achingly hungry when | had 
nothing else to eat in the entire house. 


"I was having my dinner" | growled, screeching my chair 
back as | got to my feet. "That's all | was doing you fat, ugly 
troll!" 


He'd never liked lip from me. Sometimes, though, it was a 
struggle not to give it to him. Some days | didn't care if it 
made it worse. Maybe I was just looking for an excuse. If he 
pushed me far enough, | could say it was self defence when | 
ended him. 

Pierce was red-faced and snarling. 

"Not yours, is it? You filthy little leach. Nothing in this bloody 
house is yours!" 

| had to bite my tongue. It bloody well was mine. Everything 
should have been. 


All those reviewers would have a field day if they knew the 
lorded Pierce Sutherland made his eighteen year old step 
daughter work bar shifts to pay rent in her dead mother's 
house, and didn't let her eat any of the food in the 
Cupboards or the fridge. 


He was paying for my schooling, he said. So | owed him. 
My fists balled by my sides. | couldn't take it any longer. 


Before | knew what I was doing, I'd advanced on him, my 
hand reaching out for his shoulder to spin him around. | was 


small, but he was unathletic, and | had more strength 
despite his size. The gun was right there on the table. | 
didn't even have to get it out of the bag. He'd go down likea 
sack of potatoes if | hit him hard enough and God | wanted 
to smash his smug face in. 


"| paid for that food." 
"About bloody time you paid for something." 
Pierce sneered at me. And something in me snapped. 


My arm ratcheted back, winding up to punch him, but his 
eyes leveled on mine, suddenly sober and | realized he had 
the bread knife in his hand. 


"Try it, girl. | dare you." 
Out of the corner of my eye, | thought | saw a red dot 
hovering, but I blinked and it was gone. 


And then the top pane of glass in the multi-paneled sash of 
the semi-basement room we were in cracked sharply. The 
whisky bottle on the table exploded in on itself, shards of 
glass splintering across the stripped pine top, and the both 
of us spun sharply around to face it. 


| looked to the window, but there was nothing to see, other 
than a crude hole with jagged edges in the very top corner, 
cracking the square pane so the shards were held in place 
only by the putty at the edges. 

Pierce blundered over, leering up towards the street. 


“Bloody kids throwing stones." He stormed off up the stairs, 
and | heard his heavy footsteps as he charged out into the 
street, the front door thrown wide, bellowing out into the 
night. Something in me knew before he got up there that it 
had nothing to do with stones. 


There was nothing in the pile of broken glass on the table. 


| looked over my shoulder, back towards the Welsh dresser 
which was full of all the kinds of things | wasn't supposed to 
touch. There was a neat little pile of sugar forming directly 


below the rapidly empty bag of Tate and Lyle. | had a feeling 
Pierce wasn't going to find any kids out on the street. 


A prickle of tension ran up the back of my neck and | crossed 
the kitchen to pick up the bag, already knowing what | was 
going to find when | tipped the rest of the sugar out. There, 
embedded in a lump of rapidly cooling molten sugar that 
almost looked like melted glass, was a round from a gun. 

My heart rate quickened, and | went back over to the 
window, peering out of it. Above the low wall that circled the 
house, through the iron railings, | could only just glimpse the 
windows of the middle floor of the mansion block opposite 
us. The sash was open at the bottom about a foot. Just 
enough for someone to point a gun through and take aim. 


| swallowed hard. 


Who was the bullet meant for, and did they really miss? | 
didn't think so. It would have taken skill, and an insanely 
powerful scope to aim for the sugar bag. | hadn't imagined 
that red dot. If whoever was holding that gun had wanted to 
kill either of us, they could have done it right there and 
then. 

One thing | knew for sure - someone was watching every 
single thing that went on in this house. That wasn't going to 
do me any favours when | finally brought all Pierce had been 
brewing down on top of him. 


| couldn't kill the man with a bloody sniper watching. Not 
when | didn't know whether they were there for protection, 
or to do one of us harm. That was a chilling concept. But | 
couldn't afford to let my imagination run away, | had to find 
out for myself. 

After | swept up the remains of my dinner, and the pile of 
sugar on the floor, | took the empty paper bag and the bullet 
with me upstairs. 


CHAPTER 3 


Elizabeth 


Our house was tall and skinny, going up all four floors, right 
through from the basement to the attic where my room was, 
up in the eaves. Dad had done well in business, before he 
died, but he and Mum had bought this place back when a 
million pounds still sounded like a lot of money for a house. 


These days there were studio apartments around the corner 
going for more than they paid for the whole thing. 


Anything with more than one bedroom was at least four 
times the price. The opposite building was a mansion that 
stood empty most of the time, then full of Russians and 
sheikhs and princes from Saudi and the UAE that Pierce was 
so determined to pin down with his stupid little book. 


Personally, | thought it was all one big vendetta against Mrs 
Koskova two doors over, and her little dog who always 
leaped and snarled at him whenever they passed in the 
street, because the dog was clearly a good judge of 
character. It gave me more pleasure than it should have to 
see him flinch away from it. Mrs Koskova was very grand and 
liked to pretend she didn’t notice that it kept leaving little 
steaming presents in the front garden. Pierce narrowed his 
eyes and muttered darkly about bloody Russians and Cold 
Wars all over again whenever he saw her. 


Around here, there were regulations about the door colors 
and how frequently to paint the iron railings that had been 
replaced over the years at great expense. It was the kind of 
thing Pierce lived for, and no doubt he wanted neighbors 
who shared the same values. Mrs Koskova's Christmas 


wreath was the biggest on the street, and it was all metallic 
silver and Swarovszki crystals. Not in keeping at all. 


| loved it. 


I'd rather have glitzy crystal icicles than some snobby sheen 
of civilization while everyone pulled the curtains closed and 
turn up the volume on Classic FM when Pierce bellowed loud 
enough to make the walls shake. They didn't ask questions 
about why I never went home straight after school, absented 
myself on the weekends, and why | didn't wear short sleeves 
in the summer. 


One of the things | remember my father telling me was that 
during the war, a lot of the railings around London were cut 
off and melted down to help during the munitions crisis, but 
here in Chelsea, there was little evidence of that having any 
long term effect on the aesthetic of the old buildings. 


The mansion building opposite had been bought some time 
the year before, and whoever owned it was turning it into 
quite the impressive set of apartments. There had been 
builders swarming all over it for months on end. 


Outside the entrance, just inside the railings, one of the site 
workers was having a cigarette as | went past on my way to 
the bus stop. His dusty black hoodie, plaster-covered jeans 
and steel capped boots marked him as the builder that he 
was, but there was something different. He wasn't some 
twenty-something laborer. He held himself with the poise of 
an older man comfortable in his skin rather than one of the 
over-muscled poser-types my gym was littered with. His face 
was weathered, a little rugged even underneath the stubble. 
But there was something else. Something polished and 
smooth that | couldn't place. 


Before | could stop myself, I'd turned my head for a better 
look. And he was looking right at me. 

Maybe it was just the way his cool blue eyes connected with 
mine with such intensity that stole my breath. The shock of 


him catching me looking, knowing he was looking back had 
my heart pounding. | felt my cheeks flush hot as his lips 
twitched into the ghost of a smile. 


My eyes drifted to the cigarette pinched between his thumb 
and first finger, watching him blow smoke carefully away 
from his face. 


My jaw hinged open before | could stop it and | tilted my 
head, transfixed by the size of them. Hand span was 
supposed to mean something relating to the size of a man's 
cock. My eyes glanced down to the bulge of his crotch 
before | could stop myself. 


Christ, what was | thinking? 


Flustered, | looked away sharply, walking faster, expecting a 
wolf-whistle to trail on after me. But nothing came. 


From the bus stop, | risked another look back along the 
street. 


He'd moved up against the railings, an ancient, 
indestructible Nokia 3310 held to his ear. Anyone else would 
have thought he was making a call. But | could see his lips 
weren't moving and his eyes were on me too intently for him 
to be focused on anything else, and they never left me. 


His shoulders were rounded, almost hunched, as though he 
was trying to shrink himself down. Oddly, it had worked until 
| looked right at him. It shouldn't have. Even beneath that 
hoodie | could see he was all muscle, his chest impossibly 
broad and his waist tapered to a perfect V. His boots were 
huge, and he was hulkingly tall when he straightened up. 


The act melted away as he cricked his neck from side to 
side, stance powerful and wide. He put his phone back into 
his pocket, stubbed the cigarette out on the ground. He 
glanced purposefully towards my house and looked back to 
me. 

| felt a jolt go through me. He knew exactly where | lived. 
Did he have something to do with the bullet in the kitchen? 


Had he been watching me? 


The thought was madness. All week | was out during the day 
and he should have been gone in the evenings. | was hardly 
in on weekends, by design. Keeping out of Pierce's way was 
what my day-to-day revolved around. 

Did this guy think he knew something about that? 


Something made me tilt my chin up in response, made my 
feet slip wider, securing my stance, but it wasn't fear | felt, 
and it wasn't aggression coming off him. He was looking at 
me like he knew me, like he saw exactly who | was, and it 
was exhilarating and terrifying all at once. Under his gaze | 
was conscious of every part of my body. 


And God, | wanted things from him | never let myself want. | 
didn't have time for boys, didn't want the sleazy men who 
thought maybe they could get me at the hotel, but he 
definitely wasn't a boy and | got the sense he'd break more 
than fingers if anyone tried to touch me the way those 
businessmen did. 

| should have looked away. | should have stopped staring. 
Should have walked on, but my feet were rooted to the spot. 


The sudden slippery wetness dampening my knickers told 
me that | didn't want to fight him and | was halfway appalled 
that my body was so ready for a total stranger to take me. 
But | couldn't deny it. I'd have spread my legs for him in an 
instant. | could practically feel myself ovulate on sight. 


| had never seen anyone I'd been so instantly attracted to. It 
was like we were two halves of the same whole, and the 
force pulling us together was stronger than an 
electromagnetic wave. 


Whoever he was, that man was no builder. He moved with 
too much purpose. Like some kind of big cat stalking its 
prey. If | was it, | was totally done for. But what the hell did 
he want with me? 


| swallowed hard. No doubt, he was trouble. He had it written 
all over him. | should have been petrified, but | wasn't. 


The hiss of the bus doors opening right in front of me nearly 
gave me a heart attack, and | stepped back, trying not to let 
it show on my face how rattled | was. Mentally | shook myself 
as | got on board, swiping my Oyster Card, giving the driver 
a tight smile as the reader beeped to deduct my fare. 


What the hell was wrong with me? 


| never fancied anyone. Didn't let myself. But that man made 
me want to do things I'd never even let myself think about 
before. His eyes were dangerous, but | didn't care. Some 
stupid part of me was suddenly thinking about what it would 
be like to have a family of my own again, to be with 
someone who'd never let anyone in this world hurt me. 


Ridiculous, when I'd spent the last three years of my life 
proving | didn't need anybody at all. Maybe that was just 
because until I'd seen him, there wasn't anyone | trusted to 
keep me safe except myself. One look from him, and | had no 
doubts he'd do whatever it would take. 


Maxim 


It was a stupid risk to show myself outside her home. 
Especially after shooting through her window. 

I'd been on edge all night, barely getting any sleep on the 
narrow cot bed | folded out in the middle of the building site 
in the mansion block opposite her home. | kept waking up, 
thinking she'd called the police, that | could hear sirens, or 
worse, the careful tiptoeing of a CO19 team or an anti-terror 
squad moving into place, armed to the eyeballs and ready to 
take me down. 


They'd be so lucky. | was ready for whatever came and | 
always was. | wasn't planning on going down, and they'd 


have a fight on their hands while | made my exit. 
The only worry | had was that I'd spooked Elizabeth. 


But come morning there was no sign of any of that and my 
worries about what she thought seemed unfounded. 


She must have had a plan for that bullet, an idea of what 
she was going to do, but | was still none the wiser. 


Professionally, | knew that showing my face only gave her a 
suspect to ID. It should have been the most stupid move to 
make, but as soon as | saw her, face to face, | knew she 
wasn't going to do that. 

She'd felt the spark between us, | was sure of it. And that 
chemistry had power. There was no denying it. The way she 
let her eyes linger, and the tint to her skin, soft and pale, 
made my cock harden even though | was doing my best to 
keep my cool. 


As much as | wanted to, | couldn't march on over and snatch 
her up, steal her away from everything. Not without her 
going ballistic. 

But God it was good to know it wasn't all one sided. She 
looked at me like she wanted me to do my worst and I'd 
gladly have taken her up on that. | couldn't wrap my head 
around how she could be so innocent, yet so fierce. She was 
devastatingly curious and | was more than fascinated. I'd 
been at her mercy for weeks, it didn't matter that now she 
had a reason to call the police if she was going to. That 
wasn't going to hold me back. 

Nothing could have. 

Whatever happened, | needed to meet her. | needed to know 
for sure that this was more than an obsession stemming from 
watching her day in and day out. 


| wanted her to recognize me when | made my approach for 
real. Maybe it shouldn't have, but that mattered to me. 
When | came up to her, | wanted her to know, bone-deep, 
that | wasn't just some random stranger. And now, she did. 


Maybe she didn't know | was the guy who'd been looking 
out for her for weeks. The guy who wanted her stepfather 
dead for ever touching her. The guy who'd been with her 
every time she was lonely, every time she cried up in her 
room, and every time she hung up her punch bag up and hit 
and hit and hit, until her knuckles were raw instead. But 
she'd find all that out soon enough. 


As long as | got it right, she was going to fall in love with me 
the way I'd fallen in love with her. It had to happen. 
Otherwise my life had no further purpose. 

Granted, it was a lot to ask from a first meeting. | knew it 
had to be perfect, Valentin didn't understand. All he cared 
about was the bloody job | was supposed to be doing. 


"Use the stepdaughter, Maxim," Valentin said once more, 
steepling his fingers as he leaned in closer to the camera on 
his side of the computer screen. "I am not understanding 
why you do not approach her yet." 


| gritted my teeth. There was nothing | wanted to do more. 
That morning I'd nearly walked right up to her. Valentin 
wouldn't have been egging me on had he known I'd 
breached protocol. I'd wanted to break cover so badly and 
that was not the kind of approach he meant at all. 


The night before, I'd watched her pick up the bullet from the 
sugar bag barely daring to move from the window in case 
she turned around and saw the curtain twitch, or the 
streetlight caught the lens of my scope. But God | wanted 
her to see me. | wanted her to know | was the one protecting 
her, keeping her safe and | always would. 

"Her name's Elizabeth." My correction slipped out sternly. 
Valentin raised an eyebrow, but didn't comment. 

| cleared my throat and folded my arms across my chest, 
trying and mostly failing to cover my hostility at him 
treating her like just another cog in the machine. "Elizabeth 


Harrington. She's a member of a boxing gym. | think going 
there is my best bet." 


"Da. Good." Valentin's frown faded slowly. "Glad to hear it. It 
is very important Mr Sutherland's list does not get out." 


"I know that, Valentin. Who do you take me for." 


The man raised a hand. "I'm not insulting you, Maxim. I'm 
saying you need to do this quickly. It transpires our exalted 
leader has gone and made a deal with the devil." 


| let out a muted grunt, unsurprised and braced for the 
worst. "What did he do this time?" 


Valentin shared my opinion of Yakov Timoshenko, our 
longstanding Muscovite overlord. He was losing his grip, and 
he was out of touch with the modern world. We needed a 
more dynamic thinker at the helm to navigate the Bratva 
through the opportunities that were on offer. 


Timoshenko was rooted in the past, still too keen to rule with 
brute force, and one day it was going to get all of us into 
trouble. Even | knew it wasn't sustainable to keep making 
enemies disappear. There had to be more subtlety at some 
point, especially when all the global leaders wanted their 
sheen of respectability and the web of connections we wove 
more often than not tangled them up with things that 
couldn't come out. 


Corruption was more widespread than anyone outside of 
Russia liked to think, and by no means was it limited to the 
motherland. 


My money had been on Valentin to step in as the next 
Autoritat for a while now. He'd been proactive about 
handling the brotherhood when Timoshenko's glaring 
omissions had crept in. He'd been steering me more towards 
espionage and away from blunt, brutal hits, unless 
absolutely required. | wasn't entirely displeased with that. 
Every kill lodged inside you, somewhere, and took its price. 


But he was holding off instead of making his move. | 
imagined that the situation in Moscow was more complex 
than a brute in a suit like me could comprehend. Valentin 
was a cut above. All expensive education to match with the 
clothes and the watches, and the polished accent. Good for 
him. Good for all of us, if it got us where we needed to be. | 
knew these things took time. 


"The FSB made an approach and he said we'd get the list 
back for them so they can avoid embarrassment. We can't 
afford to let them down, but you know our main concern lies 
with keeping Roman's name out of it. We can't continue to 
operate if they freeze our most successful cleaning 
operation." 

| grimaced. Valentin didn't need to tell me twice. Roman 
Dvornikov was our financial wizard. Merlin, dragon level 
stuff, not school boy Harry Potter. 


Money made the world go around, and he was the one 
Spinning the dial, for us, anyway. I'd built my entire career 
out of enforcement for the Bratva. Seeing funds drying up 
wasn't in my interests at all. | was too much of a career 
criminal to turn over to anything legitimate. At least, 
nothing that would make me the kind of income I'd become 
accustomed to. 


FSB was KGB, although they pretended it was all brand new. 
Their involvement was never good for anyone. 

"Tell them to keep their distance and let me get on with it. 
We don't need any novochock or polonium 10 left lying 
around. This is one we don't want sitting at Russia's 
doorstep." 

Valentin gave a short nod. "Agreed." He drew in a breath, 
shifting slightly. "Listen, Maxim, | can only assume the 
President has friends on that list as well. We don't want the 
President to be embarrassed because of our failure." 


"Valentin, really. | don't do failure." 


My friend's smile twitched and he leaned back. "I know this. 
You are a very reliable man. That is why | really think it's 
time you talk to your Elizabeth Harrington and get us a way 


inside." 


CHAPTER 4 


Elizabeth 


Indulgently, | limped up the stairs when | got home, late, 
again. There was a blister rubbing itself raw on my heel 
because my socks had been slipping down inside my 
plimsolls all shift. I'd managed to shrink them at the 
launderette the other day when | realised | was about to run 
out of clean work clothes. 

Again. 

The idea of being allowed to use the washing machine in the 
house was some kind of outlandish fantasy by now. | didn't 
let it bother me. It was of little importance, compared to all 
the rest of the shit Sutherland put me through. 


Last time | bought bandaids was when | started learning to 
box. | hoped | still had some left somewhere in the depths of 
my bedside drawer. 


Finding one in the bottom of the crushed cardboard packet 
felt like more of a victory than it should have, but | was too 
dog tired to go in search of an all night store now, and the 
little strip of adhesive dressing saved me from having to 
leave the house. 


Friday night was supposed to be for letting off steam, having 
fun. | was sitting on the end of my bed, taping myself up, 
thinking about hitting the books. Sometimes it didn't feel 
like | was only eighteen. 

| let out a sigh and shook it off. People went through worse 
things every day. | could handle this. It wasn't forever. | was 
going to be fine. 


| crossed to the window to draw my curtains, pausing before 
| did to look out across the street. Maybe it was my 
imagination, but | could have sworn I saw a shadow in the 
window of the building across the street. Again | thought 
about that bullet, and the man in the high viz jacket, and 
my heart skipped a beat. 


Was he there right now, looking back at me? Stupid, but | 
liked the idea of that. It made me feel less alone. 

How long had he been watching the house? What was his 
aim? | was too tired to figure it all out now, but damn it, 
thoughts of him were going to keep me awake all night and 
far too distracted to revise. 


In the darkness of my bedroom, | rolled the carpet back to 
get to the boards, and lifted up the section where | kept 
everything that truly mattered to me. 


| only had a few photographs of Mum and me, and they were 
getting dogeared and worn from all the times I'd taken them 
out just to have another look. The picture of Dad with the 
two of us, me bundled up in so many blankets, small enough 
for him to cradle in his arms, | kept even more carefully. 


| worried that one day they'd all get too faded. Sometimes in 
my dreams, the colors in them got darker and darker until 
the teeth in our smiles were the only point of contrast, and 
then even they would darken, merging into the background, 
as all the details disappeared into a useless black mass of 
nothing. 

Sometimes it felt like my old life had been erased and | was 
still clinging on even though the universe didn't want me to. 


But | could sit on the floor of my room when the house was 
still and quiet, and lay the photos out in front of me, side by 
side. Peering in on the little windows of the past with my 
flashlight, | remember what it used to be like when it was 
just the two of us in this house and | could imagine Mum was 
asleep in her room downstairs, or sitting up in the living 


room watching the news with a glass of red wine in her hand 
and her high heels kicked off, complaining that she looked 
ten pounds heavier in that skirt suit, or the wind had messed 
up her hair. | used to love seeing her come on screen. 


Sometimes I'd use my laptop to find old footage of her from 
news clips, and watch them over and over again with the 
sound muted so that Pierce didn't storm upstairs and take it 
off me. 


| don't know what she ever saw in him. She was beautiful 
and intelligent, always asking hard hitting questions when 
she was interviewing, disarming whoever she had with her 
behind the camera with an easy smile. 


When I got too sad to think about it all, | hung the heavy 
punch bag up in the corner of my room. Strapped my hands 
and went at it for hours. 


Vasyl Lomachenko was my idol. 


From him, I'd learned that anybody could push through 
anything with enough determination, drive and intelligence. 


| had watched every fight that | could find. Up in my 
bedroom, | went over footage of the Ukranian boxer 
obsessively, like if | stared long enough at the screen I'd be 
able to pick up all his secrets. | wanted to understand 
exactly what it was he did when he was in the ring - how he 
could take down fighters who had so much more experience 
under their belts. 


| watched for the ways he dodged and danced around them, 
finding openings, creating them. Watching his fists fly fast 
and skillfully, playing with his opponent like he was running 
the choreography and their gloves grazed off him. He could 
have been a god. He had to be supernatural. Leading them 
where he wanted them, with a touch of his glove to the back 
of their necks turning the tables, quite literally. 


| watched him jab and probe, finding weakness and filing it 
away. | saw him open up offers for somewhere to hit him, 


only to power through double time with a swinging knock 
out blow they had no time to brace for. He'd invite punches, 
then head them off with a change of direction and an 
uppercut that left them disorientated and reeling. 


| saw champions refuse to go the full twelve rounds, knowing 
they didn't have the endurance to push through and find 
the cracks in his defence. | wasn't sure he had any. 

And | wanted to learn how to be like that. 


He said his secret was being prepared for pain, learning not 
to panic through it, knowing how to go beyond it. He used 
breath training, so I'd read - held a lungful of air underwater 
in the pool. Then let it out, letting his body sit with the panic 
and the scream in his lungs while his animal brain tried to 
force him to open his mouth. 


| practiced in the bath, dunking my head under, marking the 
time with the timer on my cell phone on top of my bath 
towel on the floor. Half drowning myself should have been 
nothing when I had so little that was good in my life to hold 
onto anyway, but | always panicked, always had to come up. 


And | guess that meant maybe | still cared too much for what 
happened to me. Maybe that was a good thing after all but it 
wasn't going to help me get my revenge any faster. 


For the hundredth time since I'd gotten it, | unrolled the 
ragged gym towelling and set the solid, stubby revolver 
down on the carpet with a sigh. The Smith and Wesson logo 
on the side, and a number that was scrubbed off, and I'd 
picked it up so many times, loaded bullets into the 
chambers and pictured shooting it. 


CHAPTER 5 


Elizabeth 


It had rained while | was on the bus the next morning, and 
the pavement was glistening black with it. The traffic kicked 
up dirty droplets of water everywhere. 

This was a thousand miles from Chelsea. A side of London | 
never knew before I'd had to seek it out. I'd known shiny 
black cabs and brightly coloured cashmere jumpers, salad 
lunches on the Kings Road after trailing through the shops, 
traipsing through Hyde Park's picnickers on endless summer 
days that burned the grass brown, or braving the tube to go 
and look at the hats in Fenwicks. 


Cassie's family was Irish, and her cousin was some big deal 
in boxing in Dublin. | didn't know all that much about it back 
then, but it meant her brother Mitch had enough credentials 
to make a living bringing fighters through to the circuit. And 
their successes built his name big enough that he was 
enough of a draw as a coach to finance the small gym he set 
up on the dodgier side of Hammersmith, underneath the 
flyover. 


| didn't know much about being on the shady side of the 
law, but all | did know was tangled up with them. 


It was Cassie who handed me a leaflet advertising one of 
their amateur bouts and gave me the night off so | could go 
and see it. That was just after my sixteenth birthday. She 
must have known what she was doing, because once | was in 
there, | knew why she'd sent me. In the ring, the fighters 
didn't show weakness. They defended themselves and they 
moved to get out of the way, and when they got angry, they 


kept it controlled until they had their opponent up against 
the ropes and they could really dig into them. 


My t-shirt was drenched from a round on the jump rope, 
already damp with humidity when I came in, after half an 
hour, | was sticky with sweat. 


In the ring, though, it was different. Hands strapped up and 
chalky, jabbing at pads, or with gloves on going a round, | 
knew exactly where | was and what | wanted, and each 
landed punch was catharsis. 


Footwork, drills. It didn't matter what. | could switch off in 
the rhythm of my fists making contact. It made me feel alive 
and in control, and like my anger had a purpose. It only 
worked for me when | breathed enough to control it, and 
think my plan through. 


Better still, sometimes | could hit someone for real, though 
big beefy Joe hardly ever let me fight for real. The only girl, | 
grew into the only woman here, and try as | might, | couldn't 
grow the muscle even the guys younger than me had. 


They paired the younger kids with me to spar, strapping on 
pads until | knew the combinations with every part of my 
body. | went home dancing footwork and feeling the pull of 
muscles through me with every jab and swing. When | 
closed my eyes, | was boxing in my sleep. 


The rocking hit of the punchbag and the crunching sting of 
my knuckles of a punch landed awkwardly, or solidly and 
true hummed in my body memory when I was at my desk in 
class, or mixing Old Fashioneds at the bar. That escape was 
the only thing that got me through. 

And now that the end was in sight, boxing was going to be 
my only constant. 

It was a sport of calculation and decision making as well as 
technique and stamina and | was going to need all of those 
things to carry out the plan I'd hatched on the morning 


Pierce signed the consent form to switch my mother's life 
support off. 

| hadn't looked back since Cassie had sent me here. 

Two years on, the scent of the mats, the chalk, the leather of 
the gloves and so much stale, male sweat made the tension 
in my shoulders drop. 


| knew | could be myself in here, with my hands strapped up 
and my gloves on. | could throw combinations at a bag for 
hours, or spar with one of the kids. Sometimes Mitch even 
paid me pocket-money rates to come in and assist with the 
younger kids on the weekends or on school holidays. He 
didn't have to. | would have done it anyway. 


Wherever | ended up after the summer, the things he'd 
taught me were going to stick with me forever. 


Maxim 


| followed Elizabeth to a gym on the outskirts of 
Hammersmith and I took my time before going in. 

This was where she'd learned her craft. Where she'd come all 
those times | couldn't follow, when I'd wondered what she 
did when she wasn't at home or school, or working. 


| hadn't expected it to be in a neighborhood like this. I'd 
pictured a bright, airy space, maybe on the river, down by 
Battersea, just across the bridge, or somewhere else other 
than here. 

The place was away from the main road, which hummed 
with traffic soeeding out of town. She turned onto the kind 
of back streets that girls like her were told not to walk down 
alone and | quickened my pace to close the distance 
between us. 

| wanted to be within reach if she came across any trouble. 
Around here, that could be anything from the group of 


young guys across the street, spreading out wide across the 
pavement, stalking down the street in classic pack 
formation, to the spaced out guy on the corner, rubbing his 
hands against his threadbare jeans and talking to the pixie 
on his shoulder. 


Elizabeth came here all the time, but that didn't mean today 
wouldn't be the day something went down that was too big 
for her to handle on her own. | wasn't going to let that 
happen. 

| could tell from the sign over the doorway that it was the 
kind of place with a reputation rather than subscription 
plans. 


Elizabeth 


| was going a couple of practice rounds with Jamil, one of 
Mitch's kids who was starting up with the under eighteens, 
when the guy from across the street walked right in like he 
owned the place. 


Because boxing went on weight rather than much else, 
usually, | was a good fit for the kids to practice with. And 
that's all I'd wanted. A fair fight. Where we both got 
something out of it. 


But suddenly I was all too aware that | had an audience. My 
skin prickled pleasantly under the guy's gaze and | refused 
to let myself look at him. 

Focusing my concentration, | got in another jab to my 
opponent. Jamil shifted and | knocked his gloves down and 
moved to smack him around the face. | did it every time he 
got distracted by the fact that it was a girl he was trying to 
hit. 

Jamil was still forgetting about his guard when his jab 
connected, and all it took was a dancing side step to get in 


the space he made. | was fast enough. | wasn't going to be 
the only one. And | wanted to show him that far more than | 
wanted to let my body sabotage what | was doing because 
the mysterious, hot guy who may or may not have been 
some kind of sniper, had just walked in. 


Jamil was supposed to be building up to proper fight rules, 
but it wasn't going to happen if he couldn't stop taking it 
personally every time he took a punch. 

| forced my focus in on the fight, until out of the ring, the 
impossibly hot guy was nothing more than a shadow talking 
to Mitch. That was pretty impressive mind control on my 
part, because he was built like a Greek god and instinctively 
| wanted to give him all the attention he deserved. 


My state of zen focus only worked until Mitch shouted out for 
Jamil to take a break. 


| turned on my heel. "Come on Mitch, we were just getting 
warmed up." 


| was all set for more of a protest, but my face slackened 
when | saw who was climbing into the ring with me, 
strapping on pads. 

"This guy wants to see what we do here. Doesn't reckon a 
girl can fight. You want to prove him wrong, pet?" 


"Don't fucking 'pet' me Mitch." | punched my gloves 
together, meeting the man's blue, blue eyes as | retook my 
stance, trying to ignore the tingle of my clit and the way my 
nipples tightened beneath my sports bra. 

"That's my girl. You want to watch out, mister. She doesn't 
pull her punches." 

The man's lips barely twitched, but the glint in his eyes told 
me he was smiling. "I wouldn't want her to." 

The way he looked at me made my whole body flush. Fuck. | 
was so screwed. Had he followed me here? What did he 
want? 


| had to keep my gloves high as he brought the pads 
towards me in an attacking swipe and | ducked under his 
arm. He pushed the pad against my glove as my fist swung, 
and | felt the force of the connection ripple all the way 
through my arm, solid and true. 


His eyes were locked with mine, but there was nothing 
threatening about them. | knew without a shadow of a doubt 
that he was as entranced with me as | was with him. 

| edged forwards, moving into the space my jabs provided, 
steering him around, and he let me, the flat of the pad 
taking the brunt of each strike. He swiped again, and | 
ducked, perfectly choreographed like a dance only both of 
us knew. 

“Follow me here, did you?" 

One of his eyebrows raised, and a smile tugged at the corner 
of his mouth. | wanted to bite his lip and smack his smile off 
and the impulse was making me clumsy. "Have we met?" 
"You were outside my building the other day. Don't play 
dumb with me." 

The man frowned, but there was a whole load of held back 
amusement in his face. It was irritatingly attractive. 

"Really? | don't think so. I'm just checking out a boxing gym. 
Like Mitch told you." 

| narrowed my eyes, and | took another swing. My right hook 
knocked his pad back a satisfying distance. 

"Oh-ho. You've got a whole lot of power in that little frame of 
yours. Been coming here long, have you?" 

But | knew he'd let me. He was a solid wall when he didn't 
want to be moved. I'd have been impressed, but mostly | 
was turned on to a debilitating degree. 

"A while now. It's funny, you look exactly like this guy who's 
been hanging around outside my house." 


"That is funny. Must be a real handsome fella to get you this 
worked up." He pushed back against my gloves with the 
pads, knocking my hands out of alignment with a solid 
downward slap, just the way I'd done with Jamil. Only, he 
leaned in, let his voice drop. “I hope you don't mind me 
saying, you seem a little bit obsessed." 

| growled, swinging in again. It was way too late to stop him 
pressing my buttons. 

"You're the one following me." 

"Am | indeed?" 

| knew Mitch purposefully hadn't given the guy gloves. With 
pads he didn't have much he could really hit with, but all 
the same, | saw Mitch waiting, tense at the edge of the ring. 
| glanced to him and back to the man my body was tingling 
all over for. 

| went at him with a series of jabs and crosses, and he 
walked back, letting me land every single one. 

"What do you want?" 

"I want to talk to you about Pierce Sutherland, Elizabeth." 

| was out of breath, panting hard and he was cool as a 
cucumber. But he knew my name. Knew Pierce too. Of 
course he did. Why else would he be doing this? 

"Which newspaper are you with?" 

He leaned in and | felt his breath graze over my ear, 
evaporating the sweat from my shoulder and the back of my 
neck. And God, | wanted him to lower his mouth and kiss my 
Skin, trail his hot mouth all over me and ravage my lips like | 
knew he would if he let that that cool calmness slip. 

"We both know I'm not a journalist." 

"Do we? Then what the hell are you?" 

"A full blooded male, last time | checked." | wasn't going to 
disagree with that when | could feel the evidence pressing 


into me when | had him up against the ropes. "Who the hell 
are you, is the more usual question." 


| stepped back, threw an arcing hook that | Knew was wild 
before | let it go, chin tilted up as | bounced back on my 
toes, out of his reach. He was being cocky and | was being 
cocky too. 

"And what's the answer?" 

“Toropov. Maxim Toropov." 

Before | realized what he was doing, he'd yanked off the 
velcro straps that secured the circular pads to his hand and 
delved into his pocket. He held a card aloft between his 
fingers and the glint in his eyes as he tucked it into the top 
of my sports bra was devastating. 

My nipples all but throbbed at the lack of touch, pebbled 
and aching beneath the thin layer of structural lycra 
pressing my breasts flat to my chest. 


| was breathless and it had nothing at all to do with our 
Sparring session. 


The back of his hand skimmed my ribcage on the way down, 
and | virtually whimpered at his touch. It flared across my 
Skin like his body held the key to everything | was made to 
be, leaving me breathless and shaky. But it was the opposite 
of bad. 

| was entirely screwed. 

One skim of his knuckles had me craving him. | knew that | 
wanted him in ways | hadn't let myself want anyone for all of 
my teenage years. But! wasn't a girl any longer. | was a 
woman now, and he was the man | wanted to show me 
exactly what that meant. 


"Watch for me. I'll find you, Sugar." 


| glanced down at the creamy white cardstock and up again, 
just in time to see him climb over the ropes. He shoved both 
the pads at Mitch and his long legged swagger took him 


towards the door before either of us managed the brain 
power to get out another word. 


"The hell was that about?" Mitch finally managed. 

| shook my head and swallowed hard, to get my voice to 
work, but it still came out croaky. "I have no idea." 

"What was that about him showing up at your house? Has he 
been bothering you, luv?" 

"Nothing Mitch, don't worry. He's definitely not been 
bothering me nearly enough." 

My trainer blew out a breath over his teeth, shaking his 
greying head. "I'm too old for this. Boys are simpler." 


| laughed. "I'll be out of your hair before you know it. Don't 
worry, old man." 


CHAPTER 6 


Maxim 


I'd been involved in field combat as well as fighting in the 
ring for the better part of twenty years, but Elizabeth had 
read me like a book in there. Any opening | left and she was 
on it. Any inclination to favor one side, and she was 
hounding me down, putting herself too close for me to use 
it. 

My treacherous head took that further than the ring. | 
wanted her naked, reacting to my every move as | took her 
through her paces in the bedroom, tangling with her in the 
sheets. | wanted to fight her and | wanted to fuck her and | 
didn't rightly Know which one I wanted to do more. 


| had to walk out when | did. Any longer in there, up close 
like that, and I'd have barely been able to walk because I'd 
be too bloody hard. My cock seemed to think it could strain 
through my pants to get to her. And I wasn't entirely in 
disagreement, because she turned me into the damn 
Incredible Hulk, suddenly huge and hard enough to rip 
through my clothes. 


There would be time for that, once I had her trust. Once | 
had that, | was going to have everything else too. She 
needed to be mine, and | needed to make her want that too. 
No way was | letting her go when the chemistry between us 
was hot enough to set the air on fire. 


In the ring with her, up close, everything | thought | knew 
from watching her seemed to amplify. I'd been wrong before, 
about how good she looked. She was better up close than | 
could have imagined. Exquisite, exceptional. Light on her 
feet and wiry and strong, and ruthless and calculated. 


It took me less than thirty seconds in that ring with her to 
fall in love completely. From that point on, the female 
population of the planet had ceased to exist apart from her. | 
was never going to look at another woman again as long as | 
lived. Not one of them had what she did. 


And she had to know it. 


Her eyes danced, brows bobbing teasingly above them as 
she encouraged me to go in for a hit. 


| could see her leaving the opening and at first | thought it 
was her defences letting her down, but time after time, she 
smacked my pads away and sailed right through with a solid 
jab of her own, backed up with a swinging uppercut. 


It took everything | had in me not to lean into my physicality 
and push her harder. | could overpower her so easily and the 
thought made my heart thunder against my ribs and my 
steely erection throb. | wanted her up against the ropes to 
see what she did when she was cornered. | already knew 
she'd come out fists whirling. Her jabs were efficient and 
targeted, she wasted no energy. Everything was precise. | 
wanted to break down her control and see what she did 
when she gave into instinct. 


My fighting wasn't doing it, but | could make her come apart 
in other ways. And God, | planned to. Just as soon as this was 
done with. 


I'd set the groundwork. All | could do now was hope that she 
agreed to work with me when | needed her to. More than 
that, | hoped she didn't put up a fight when | showed her 
she was meant to be mine. 


In the morning, | watched her come out of the house a little 
bit before the time she usually did. | liked to watch her leave 
- watch her run down the front steps with half a slice of toast 
in her mouth, or flicking through her revision cards for her 
exams. | liked to know what she might be up to while she 


was away from the house, away from me. Today, she was 
unflappable and calm. Early, for her exam. 


| knew the schedule, all the timings. After this week, she'd 
be done with school, and out into the world like the woman 
that she was. It mattered that she'd seen that last step of 
childhood out. She was older in experience than any of her 
peers, but all the same | was glad that her school didn't 
insist on uniforms. 


It would have made me feel too much the old man, and | 
wasn't really that. 


It would have been one level of torture too far to see her ina 
little pleated skirt, and neat blouse. | didn't want her as a 
schoolgirl. The image didn't suit her. She was arch and lithe 
and cunning, clever and resilient and strong and she was 
everything | never thought I'd find. The woman of my 
dreams. 


And she was damn well haunting them. 


| watched her turn down the street, and walk right up to the 
main door of the building | was in. | had to press myself as 
close to the glass as | could get so | could see her disappear 
inside. 

Usually I'm unshakable, but she had my heart pounding 
hard. It took all | had not to race out into the corridor and 
down the stairs to meet her. | had it drilled into me not to 
break cover. When | did it, | had to do it right. Protocol was 
the only thing that kept me where | was. She'd seen me at 
the gym, but she didn't know for sure that | was here, and it 
needed to stay that way for both of our protection. 


Only a handful of minutes passed before she was back out 
on the pavement again, heading off on her usual route 
without even turning back to look. 

When I went downstairs, there was an envelope in the 
pigeon hole for the mail with no name on the outside of it, 
and no stamp. 


Inside was the folded sugar bag I'd aimed at, and the bullet, 
along with a small scrawled note that | opened with a grin | 
couldn't disguise. 


| think this belongs to you. What do you need me to do? 


This wasn't the approach | was supposed to be making and it 
had, arguably, been a dangerous gamble. But there was 
something going on with Elizabeth Harrington that wasn't 
fully clear, and somehow | knew she wasn't going to call the 
police. 


My shot had done what I'd intended it to do - broken Pierce's 
attention long enough to diffuse the situation. The small 
single pane at the top corner of the window wasn't enough 
to set his fears spiralling. For all the work he'd done in 
digging out the names he claimed to have, he didn't seem 
to be all that aware of what became of journalists who 
threatened to expose the way Russia worked. 


Fine by me. The less security he had the better. Right now | 
could pick him off whenever | wanted, and the more he did 
to Elizabeth, the less | cared about the list | was supposed to 
be finding. I'd take out everyone connected with his damn 
book and burn the printers to the ground if that was what it 
took to keep my word, and keep Elizabeth safe. 

| liked that she knew | was watching. | loved that she wasn't 
spooked. | got all kinds of thrills knowing she was facing up 
to me, pushing back. God, I'd love to get her in the ring 
again and really put her through her paces. This was a 
woman who didn't scare. 

| knew exactly what I was going to ask her to do. And exactly 
how to do it. But first, | wanted her. All of her that she was 
willing to give. 


CHAPTER 7 


Maxim 


| couldn't get her out of my head. Either one of them. My 
cock refused to settle every time she drifted into view and 
sleep was a thing of the past. Every time | closed my eyes, | 
saw her, all the glimpses of her naked body I'd ever had 
forming into a fragmented, perfect whole, to taunt me. 


| wanted her more than ever and she was torturing me, 
playing these games, flirting with me in the ring, and with 
that bullet, letting me think | could have her. 

She was perfect. Sexual and wild, strong, but distractingly 
delicate, like a butterfly wing or a spider web. | wanted her 
in the worst possible ways, but | knew if | came at it wrong, 
I'd crush her. 


And | never wanted to do that. 


She was the only woman who'd made me pause for longer 
than a second. When | closed my eyes it was her body | saw, 
her face looking up at me as I plunged into her, and in her 
eyes | saw a future | never thought would be mine spiralling 
out in front of me. 


A future with kids of our own, and her standing strong by my 
side. A future where | wasn't trying to hide the side of me 
that lived for what | did, wasn't hiding all the ugly things 
and spinning plates in the air to protect the fiction of 
something cleaner, better, more morally good. 


| ended up in the shower, running cold water over myself 
until | was shivering and the goosebumps on my skin could 
have been used for sandpaper. All that and | was only just 
back in control of myself. 


The slightest thought of her had me hard again. By the 
morning my balls were aching with a sickening throb that 
worsened with every drum of my pulse, but I refused to do 
anything about it. Jacking off wasn't going to bring the kind 
of relief | wanted. After weeks of watching, not being able to 
touch, | needed her for real. The next hand closing around 
my cock wasn't going to be mine. One way or the other, | 
had to have her in the flesh. There was no other way around 
it. 

| knew from her schedule that | had carefully put together - 
kidding myself it was necessary information to target 
Sutherland effectively - that her very last exam finished this 
afternoon. 


She'd walk out of her school gates for the final time, and 
never have to go back. 


Screw Sutherland, | was going to be there to meet her. 


The traffic across to Hammersmith always crawled. Driving in 
London was always terrible. Rush hour had extended itself to 
cover most of the day, peak times bleeding into each other. 
School rush and office workers, shift changes, then home 
runs and everything in reverse. Not so very different from 
any other major city in the world. 


| was no fan of the scooter gangs who ran riot, buzzing up 
like swarms of wasps, mugging people from their cars, 
snatching handbags from the pavement, but two wheels 
were definitely better than four when it came to cutting 
through traffic. 


My choice was a Ducati Multistrada 1200 with a red and 
black body and all the power in the engine I could have 
dreamed of. The only indulgence | allowed myself when it 
came to standing out was transport. When | was working, | 
blended in, but when | was off the clock, | had a playboy 
lifestyle to maintain, and that was easiest with sports cars 
and motorbikes that couldn't be missed. 


Protecting Elizabeth was what | wanted, and my above the 
board reputation could do that just as well as anything. 


Screeching through the traffic, the roar of the bike's engine 
between my thighs only made me more desperate to have 
Elizabeth there instead. 

| ran three red lights in a row, setting off a string of speed 
cameras as | zoomed past, leaning into the curves of the 
road, dodging through cars. The lights went off like 
paparazzi flash bulbs. | didn't care. I'd pay the fines, take 
the points when they came if | had to. We had friends at the 
DVLA who could make most things disappear. 


The only thing that mattered was showing up for Elizabeth. 
wanted to see her face when she saw me standing outside. 
Sutherland could have been giving everything over to the 
national press and right then | wouldn't have given a 
monkey's ass. 


| made one stop at a florist by the station and picked up a 
dozen roses. Dark red, almost black. 

There were signs, pointing towards the exam hall, but | 
stayed outside the school gates, solidly immune to the 
questioning glances of the teachers and the tittering of the 
milling school girls in their uniforms. After the third group 
whispering behind their hands and strolling slowly past the 
gates, | realised I'd become an attraction. 


Their attention only irritated me. 


| was only interested in one woman here, and she 
outstripped every single child here. 


Eventually, the doors to the sports hall opened, and | 
watched a mass of chattering girls stream out, arms looped, 
talking a mile a minute about question six and question four. 
| didn't give a shit. My entire body tensed, focus as honed as 
it would be picking out a target, trying to find Elizabeth's 
face in the crowd. 


| scanned every face twice, but she wasn't there and | could 
feel the frustration brimming in me, when the doors opened 
again, and out she walked, on her own, shrugging into the 
straps of her backpack, head down as she slotted her 
headphones into her ears. 


The older girls were more obvious about their interest in me 
being there. | was immune to their strappy tops, tight jeans 
and pretty smiles. They were children and | wasn't interested 
at all. 

"Who are those for? You could give them to me." One of the 
girls said. 


"I don't think so." 


It was worth standing there so patiently when Elizabeth 
finally looked up. Her eyebrows darted high, surprise quickly 
schooled behind a look of wry amusement that | wanted to 
kiss off her face. 

She barely broke step as she walked right up to me and the 
swarm of girls parted like a wave, casting nasty, petty looks 
in her direction. My hackles rose, and | heard myself growl. 
So help me God, | would have punched the lot of them out if 
| thought any of them came close to touching her. 

"What are you doing here?" 

"| heard you finished your exams." 

Elizabeth looked me over with a visible sweep of her eyes 
and along, solid glance towards the motorbike. 

"| did." 

"Well done." | handed her the roses and she took them, 
shaking her head with an undisguised laugh. 

"You know I'm going to work, right? Of course you do. You 
know my every move, don't you, Maxim Toropov?" 

| didn't deny it. Neither of us moved. She was weighing me 
up, gauging my intentions with the instincts of a person who 


had trained for years to handle a hostile engagement. | 
waited it out until her suspicions eased up. 


"You deserve better than you have." 


Her eyes narrowed and she looked away, down, shook her 
head. "And you're offering that, are you?" 


"Absolutely." 


She rolled her eyes, and | knew she was about to step away. 
"I don't think you can help me." 


"| disagree. | think we can help each other. We have a 
mutual problem. There's a better way to get rid of it. | prefer 
to be more hands on." 


"Oh really?" Her smile warmed again, and | knew I'd said the 
right thing. "Is that what this is? Dresses, flowers... | hope 
you don't think you can buy me." 


"Ms Harrington, | wouldn't dare dream of it. But | am going 
to kiss you now." 


Her grip on the roses shifted and she turned them stem up, 
letting the flowers hang down as | stepped in close to her. 
For a minute it looked like she was going to try to stab me 
with them and | raised a brow. Her eyes narrowed and her 
free hand reached out, settling almost automatically on the 
Sharp cut of my hip. It was meant to go there, just like | was 
made to do this. | bowed my neck to rest my forehead 
against hers, breathing in and her breathing out. 

What came next wasn't gentlemanly at all, and there wasn't 
a single part of me that wanted it to be. My mouth on hers 
was hard and desperate, closing over her lips as | drew her 
in solidly against me. She let me in with the sweetest moan 
and | plundered her mouth with my searching tongue. She 
must have known deep down what I'd wanted from her since 
the first time I'd set eyes on her, but now | couldn't hide it. | 
was hard as granite up against her hips and fucking her 
sweet mouth with slow strokes of my tongue. | could feel her 
short nails against the back of my neck, holding me close, 


urging me on. She was bowed against me, flush to my chest, 
her small breasts pressed to me and her breathing heavy. 


Another thirty seconds and | wouldn't have been able to 
stop myself. 

| only pulled back to snarl when someone yelled "Get a 
room!" and | heard the shutter sound of the camera on 
someone's cell phone. A wolf-whistle aborted abruptly as | 
glared at our little audience, and half a dozen school girls 
suddenly remembered they had better places to be when | 
stomped forward, making a grab for the phone. 


"Delete this. Now." 


| didn't care that the child was quaking. The last thing | 
needed was my picture turning up on the internet, kissing 
the daughter of the man who was shortly going to go 
missing. Someone might recognize me, though that was 
doubtful given how carefully | kept my face out of the press. 
Whatever the motives, my employers would be less than 
impressed, and this was none of their business. Elizabeth 
was mine. 


| opened the picture out with a jab of my fingers on the 
screen, and deleted it with a glare, swiping through the rest 
to make sure there were no others. 

"It's only for the school paper" 

"I don't care, luv." 

Elizabeth's hand on my arm drew me back and I went gladly, 
folding into her again as she guided my jaw back down so 
she could reach my lips. | felt her draw a breath in, and her 
eyes fluttered open, long lashes deer-like and beautiful. That 
smile was the prize I'd been waiting for. | couldn't wait to get 
her alone. 

"Are they all still looking?" 

She glanced over her shoulder and back to me. "Yes. Do you 
care?" 


"Not in the slightest." 
"Good." 


She stretched up on her toes as | leaned down to meet her. 
With the power of a wrestling move, her arms came up 
around my shoulders, hands around my neck, clinging on 
tight as my mouth closed over hers, lips firm and tongue 
seeking entrance. She let out a perfect moan against my 
lips, and her back arched under the palms of my hands, 
driving her body closer in against mine. 


| never wanted to let her go and from the way she groaned 
when I pulled back enough to catch my breath, | knew she 
felt the same way. 


The heat that flared through us was undeniable. Elizabeth's 
fingers tightened in my hair and it was all | could do not to 
start stripping her clothes off right in the middle of the 
street. 


My balls were so heavy and so ready, and I was painfully 
hard inside my jeans. She was going to kill me. The imprint 
of my zipper could well have become a permanent feature. 


CHAPTER 8 


Elizabeth 


Maxim scooped me up in his arms as though | weighed 
nothing at all, and I let him lift me over his shoulder fireman 
style, his arms around my arse, making me want to wriggle 
and writhe just so he'd touch me all the more. 

| was laughing, trying to make sure my bag didn't come off 
and my flowers didn't get damaged. Most of all | was 
clinging onto him, utterly rocked by the strength of him 
hidden so casually underneath his t-shirt and dark jeans. 


| practically wet myself when | saw him standing there 
waiting for me. Someone should have called the police 
because, never mind him being some kind of spy for the 
Russian mob, it had to be illegal to stand outside an all girls’ 
school looking like every single fantasy I'd ever had. His 
black leather jacket was worn soft and his hair was messed 
up because of the helmet he had balanced on his hip. | 
wasn't surprised he'd been attracting attention. 


The only thing running through my head was that he was 
there waiting for me. And | didn't know what the hell | was 
going to do about it. 

Kissing him was the most natural thing in the world. | wasn't 
ready for it to end, but it had to. 

He set me down on the back of his bike. I let go of him with a 
groan and he handed me a helmet out of the lockbox on the 
back. When | looked at him like he was crazy, he pushed it 
down onto my head. 


"I'm taking you to work." 


"You are?" I'd have sacked it off in a heartbeat, let him drag 
me somewhere private so | could peel his clothes off. My 
knickers were slick with my excitement and | was tingling all 
over, desperately ready for him. It physically hurt that we 
had to separate. 


"I am. You don't want to argue with the Russians Elizabeth." 
"You speak for all of them now, do you?" 
"Over here? Right now? You better believe it, sweetheart." 


I'd been right. Yesterday had only made me want him so 
much more. It had been so foolish to think otherwise. Kissing 
him opened the door on everything, and | didn't think | was 
ever going to get enough. The first time he touched me in 
the ring, | was his forever. 


| couldn't blame the girls at school for staring. The chemistry 
between us was insane. I'd never believed lust could be so 
strong, but there was no denying this. 


The erection he'd had rammed up hard against my belly felt 
huge and | couldn't wait to get acquainted with it. Would he 
let me put it in my mouth? | hoped so, because | was 
Salivating thinking about getting to taste more of him. 


He climbed onto the bike in front of me, and | slipped closer, 
wrapping my arms around his broad chest, gripping onto the 
thick leather of his jacket as tight as | could. His narrow hips 
were between my thighs and if he'd been turned around, he 
would have had to be inside me because there was no room 
for anything else. The thought was ridiculous, given our 
clothes, but | didn't care. | was hot all over at the thought of 
him inside me, like my body knew innately that he was 
supposed to be there. 

| nearly came, shuddering against his back when he roared 
the engine to life and the rumble of the revs shot right 
through me like a current and I clung on even tighter. 

When he pulled away, | slipped forwards in the seat, crushed 
against him and | had to tense my thighs and cling on even 


tighter to stop from slipping off. 

He went so fast | could feel the wind rushing past us, and my 
heart raced with the thrill of it when he leaned us into the 
bends. | could have fallen in love with that motorbike. 
Maybe even more than | could have fallen for him. 

Every rev of the engine went right through me, lighting me 
up, making my clit tingle and my body crave him. 

When we pulled up into the alleyway to the side of the hotel 
he kissed me again, more thoroughly than I'd ever been 
kissed in my life, making me whimper and groan. | was wet 
for him, so ridiculously wet that | could feel my knickers 
were soaking inside my jeans. 


Maxim 


Elizabeth looked all shook up from the ride, flushed and 
windswept and gorgeous and pale. 


| was too hard to think straight. All | could do was grab for 
her and claim her mouth up against the wall of the building 
where she worked and Elizabeth arched into me, her 
heartbeat fluttering against my chest and her hands clawing 
at me with the same desperation | felt. 


| needed her to know that | wanted her for more than just 
what she had on Sutherland. 


There was only one way | could think to do that. 


There in the alleyway, she let me wriggle my hand into the 
front of her jeans, and she bucked against me groaning and 
gritting her teeth as she tried to stem the way she was 
moaning. 

"Oh God, | wanted this. In the ring. | wanted this so much." 
She kissed me back harder, pushing against my lips and | 
sucked her bottom lip into my mouth, pressing my teeth 
down into the skin until she pulled back. 


My thumb rubbed over her damp knickers, stroking her 
through the fabric and she let out the smallest, open 
mouthed gasp. | kissed along her throat as she swallowed, 
and she groaned again, her eyes going heavy lidded as she 
looked at me. 

"I haven't congratulated you yet, Sugar." 

She grabbed me by the wrist, and before | knew it, she'd 
dragged me in through the fire door of the hotel, and into a 
laundry room. 


Her roses dropped on top of a heap of blue commercial 
laundry sacks as | stepped wide, straddled her thighs, 
leaning her back against the door and she unsnapped the 
top button of her jeans, already wiggling them down her 
hips. 

| didn't touch mine. This was all about her. 


Without further warning, | dropped to my knees, burying my 
face in against her and letting my tongue flicker out against 
her swollen sex. Slowly, | trailed a circle around the 
hardened bud of her clit. 


Elizabeth let out a sound halfway like she was being 
strangled and her hands gripped my shoulders, and the 
short strands of my hair. She was breathless, and | intended 
to keep her that way. 


| let out a huff of a laugh, diving back in to sweep my broad 
tongue over her sweet-salty skin, delving in deep between 
her folds. 


She was wet and hot and perfect and | loved the taste of her, 
Slick like the ocean. | rutted my nose in hard against her, 
and her whole body shimmered with pleasure, her tight 
walls clenching around my thrusting tongue as | pushed in 
more forcefully against her, making her hips buck. 

Nothing was going to make me stop until she came apart 
completely. 


Elizabeth 


My eyes rolled back in my head and | struggled to catch my 
breathing against the influx of sparks racing through my 
body with every talented twitch of Maxim's tongue. 


Just the thought of what he was doing with his mouth made 
me flush all over. It was dirty hot and | never, ever thought a 
tongue could feel so good, but his was perfect. 


Right when | thought I couldn't take any more, his tongue 
slid over me again, tracing some kind of pattern | couldn't 
even figure out and my whole body convulsed in slow waves 
that | had no control over. | didn't want any. 


This was some kind of out of body experience and | had to 
have more. 


Maxim was deadly. And | was too far gone to care. This was 
exactly where | was supposed to be and | would have let him 
do anything he wanted, because | wanted him too. | couldn't 
believe this was me. 


Not that I had all that much to go on, but God, he made me 
feel like the sexiest woman alive. | had no idea how | was 
going to get through a shift at the bar after he pulled away. | 
was aching to have him inside me. 


| wanted to tell everyone what a god he was. And | wanted 
to do that again, and again and again. | couldn't stop 
thinking about his cock and how hard it had been inside his 
jeans. How large it must be to press so solidly against me, 
even through his clothes. 

| couldn't imagine how he'd been holding himself back and | 
couldn't wait for him to let himself go. 

| was a quivering, boneless wreck, slumped against the door 
when he finally got up off the floor. I'd lost count of how 
many orgasms I'd had, or how much time had past. 


His hand tangled in my hair as he pulled me in towards his 
mouth and when he kissed me I could taste myself on his 
lips and tongue. Sweaty and sweet and intimate and so 
impossibly sexy. 

He was still rock hard, but he didn't seem to care. Like a 
gentlemen, he pulled up my knickers, slowly pulled my zip 
up, and rebuttoned my fly and | wanted to beg him not to. | 
almost flung my arms around him and followed him back out 
to his motorcycle. 

But we both knew | couldn't do that. "Can | see you again?" 
| was his forever. Just like that. 

All | could do was nod. 


| had no idea how | was going to last without his touch. | 
could feel the goofy grin on my face. | was still weak in the 
knees. There wasn't a single part of me that could have said 
no. 


CHAPTER 9 


Elizabeth 


On break, | slipped into the office. 

The small room was part storage room, part everything else 
and the tiny desk was crowded with so much paperwork it 
had to be a fire hazard. The computer was stacked up ona 
couple of catering company catalogs, and that was what | 
was after. 


Cassie poked her head around the door just as I'd hit go on 
my Google search of Maxim Toropov and | cringed internally 
as the screen loaded and she leaned on the back of the 
computer chair to get a better look. 


"Who's that?" 


| shrugged, trying to play it casual, but the heat in my 
cheeks had already given me away. How could | be cool 
when all | could think about was what he'd done to me in 
the laundry room just down the hall? "Some guy | met." 


| was ruined for life. No other man was ever going to be able 
to touch me. I'd be comparing them all to him, and | had no 
doubt what he'd done with his tongue could never be 
replicated. 


Cassie offered me a Malteaser from the packet on the desk 
and took one for herself. | sucked the chocolate off as the 
biscuit ball crumbled in my mouth, trying not to focus too 
hard on the first image of him that came up. 


Shades and a sharp suit, he was walking into the airport 
looking like some kind of billionaire jet setter. | felt my 
nipples tense uncomfortably, rubbing against the inside of 
my bra. 


The first search entry was a magazine article titled 'Who is 
Maxim Toropov?' and I clicked through with trepidation to a 
spread of useless speculation and pictures of him at the 
edges of various A-List events, mostly in the background, 
but occasionally sharing drinks with recognisable celebrities, 
a few minor royals and cousins of dukes. He always had 
large sunglasses on, always standing half way in the 
shadow. 


Not a single picture showed as much of his face as I'd 
already seen, and his facial hair changed from one shot to 
the next so | couldn't even be sure they were really all the 
Same man. 


Apparently he was on a list of most eligible bachelors. His 
profile stated he kept a notoriously low profile, operating his 
own security company after leaving the army following two 
tours of duty. He operated internationally but had residency 
in the UK, although his address was a closely guarded 
secret. When showing his face at events, he'd been spotted 
in sports cars of varying models. 


"That's not just some guy." Cassie whistled as she scanned 
the article. "Holy hell, he's got to be doing something shady. 
Would you look at that list of cars he's got?" 

| let out a stunted laugh. 

She wasn't wrong. 

There were rumors of his involvement with a Moscow-based 
crime syndicate, although no allegations had formally been 
made and there was no evidence to support the claims. 
Readers were warned he had dangerous associates, that he 
was a very serious man. 

| felt a thrill go through me when | read that. | knew exactly 
what they meant by that. 

There was no doubt in my mind he was just as dangerous as 
his associates, maybe even more so. 


He was no businessman, playing bodyguard to rich 
celebrities. He was the kind of man who knew how to live in 
the shadows and show just enough of himself to be able to 
move seamlessly through the glitzy world when he needed 
to. He could get close to anybody he wanted in a legitimate 
manner, or walk up behind them in the street, slide a knife 
between their ribs and disappear like smoke. 


In the ring, I'd felt the power of him, admired the flash of his 
predatory nature, and seen the numbed over coldness in his 
eyes that told me he was capable of anything. 

He was exactly what they thought he was - between the 
lines it was painted as clear as day - he had to be mafia. 
Russian Mafia. Nothing else made sense. 


And seeing it in black and white, up on the screen, | was 
even more drawn in by the idea of him than before. 


Maxim Toropov ran the kind of security that vanished 
problems entirely. Permanently. And he wanted to help me. 
Or maybe he just wanted me. 

| barely managed to catch my breath. 


"How did you meet this guy?" Cassie straightened up, 
frowning at the screen and | could tell from the way she 
tilted her chin and folded her arms across her chest that she 
thought | should steer well clear. 

It was too late for that, and | was a moth to the flame. 

"He was visiting someone in my street." It wasn't a lie, 
exactly. It just wasn't exactly the truth. Unless you counted 
carrying out surveillance as visiting. Which most people 
didn't. 

Cassie let out a short, unimpressed sound. 

"You be careful. A guy like him has got to have ulterior 
motives. He probably thinks you know what your step dad's 
up to." 


| felt my smile dull just a little bit. That was my worry too. He 
did this for a living. It wasn't like it was totally out of the 
realms of possibility that he was flattering me with a bit of 
attention to get me to do what he wanted. Still, the thought 
irritated me. Even more so because Cassie was Saying it. 
Didn't she think that he could just like me? 


"I don't think so. Anyway, | don't know anything about any 
of that." 

"You be careful. Don't get yourself mixed up in something 
you can't handle." 


| leaned back in the computer chair, looking up at her. 
"When have | ever done that? You worry too much, Cassie. 
I'm going to be fine. And look at him." 


| clicked over to one of the pictures that some journalist had 
clearly taken with a long-range zoom lens. He was on the 
deck of a super yacht apparently owned by some Russian 
oligarch whose name | couldn't begin to pronounce, and he 
was tanned and shirtless and perfect, right down to the 
small patches of scarring along his right side that couldn't 
be anything other than bullet wounds and shrapnel 
remnants, and the clearly inked wings that spread across his 
chest, just under his collar bone. "| deserve to have a little 
bit of fun." 

Cassie rolled her eyes. "You watch yourself, Elizabeth, or you 
might trip over that lolling tongue of yours. Back to work in 
ten minutes. The bar's getting too busy for me to be paying 
you to stalk your gentlemen friends." 

"Love you too Cassie." 


"You better." 
>K KKK >K 


| wandered home from work in a daze, still feeling Maxim's 
lips on mine. His large, gentle hands drawing me in against 
his muscled body, letting me feel the power of him. 


A few days ago everything | wanted had been clear, and 
then this big, beautiful Russian walked into my life and 
started turning everything on its head. 


My body was buzzing with need for him. Everything turned 
to him. | couldn't stop myself from looking over my shoulder, 
wondering whether he was watching me, whether he was 
following me. Whether he'd be at the window across the 
road when | got home. 


| wanted him more than | knew was sane, and it was the only 
thing driving me to stick around. He hadn't asked, and | 
loved him for that, but | could see the writing on the wall - 
he needed me to help him get what Sutherland had. | 
shouldn't have cared. | should have gone home and packed 
my bag and gone to Cassie's for a few days. 


That had always been the plan. 


But damn it, he'd turned up outside my final exam and 
swept me off my feet like the perfect gentleman I knew he 
wasn't. 


| wasn't prepared for that. | don't think any woman ever 
could be. 


CHAPTER 10 


Elizabeth 


On the weekend, Pierce had brunch booked with his agent, 
Sandra, somewhere expensive sounding near St Paul's. The 
Cathedral, with the blue dome, not my school. Thank God. 


It had been on his schedule for weeks. I'd learnt to sneak 
onto his office computer and check his appointments so that 
| could avoid being in the house at the same time as him as 
often as possible. So far, it absolutely paid off. 


Usually avoiding him involved me being out of the house, 
but that morning was the first time in months I'd have it all 
to myself and | couldn't wait for him to leave. Especially 
because | was due to attend some grand publicity event 
with him, tagging along playing the role of the adoring step- 
daughter, in the evening. 


All | wanted to do was moon about the house reliving what 
Maxim had done to me, how his lips felt on mine, and his 
tongue flickering on my body. 

| stayed up in my room until | heard the front door slam, and 
watched him get into a shiny black cab. No Uber for Pierce. 
He liked it all the old fashioned way. Black cabbies had to 
learn all the streets in London, and take a test. You couldn't 
just roll up with a GPS, and why would he want an inferior 
driver taking him all of fifteen minutes, on a journey that the 
one-way system meant couldn't be navigated any other 
way? 

Whatever. | had the house to myself. | didn't care what the 
old fart got up to. 


| trailed downstairs in my dressing gown. The one | pilfered 
from the hotel laundry room. Cassie and | had matching 
ones. She reckoned it was a perk of the job, especially since 
they didn't seem to believe in pay rises. | reckoned she was 
dead right about that. 

| made myself a coffee and used his full cream organic milk, 
then spat in the little plastic and shook it hard to mix it in. 
Small, juvenile little things like that weren't going to get me 
far, but they bloody well felt good. 

| was making eggs when the doorbell rang. Usually I'd have 
ignored it, but | peered out of the kitchen window, up to the 
street, intrigued to see a delivery van outside. 

With an irritated sigh, | jogged up the stairs and pulled the 
door open, not giving the smallest shit that my hair was 
messed up, pulling my dressing gown tighter around me. 
"Package for Elizabeth Harrington." 

| frowned at the man as he held out a little electronic device 
for my signature, and attempted to thrust a wide, narrow 
box at me. 

"That's me, but | don't think-" 


"Listen Luv, if you don't want it, return it like everybody else 
does." 

Glare still fixed on my face I signed, and yanked the 
package out of his hand. 

"The hell's your problem? Got out of bed on the wrong side, 
darlin'?" 

It took all | had in me to slam the door in his face instead of 
putting my fist through his face. Appropriate force was a 
concept | was struggling with. 

Especially before breakfast. 

At the kitchen table, | found myself with a plateful of 
scrambled eggs, frowning down at a white, solid lace dress 
sitting amongst a layer of tissue paper. It was beautiful. 


Who the hell had sent this to me? 


It had come from an expensive little boutique around the 
corner that sometimes | spent too long looking in the 
window of. | knew, because | recognised it immediately. 
Pierce would never know to go there. He would never buy 
me anything like this and the idea that he might made me 
shudder with revulsion. 


It was going straight back if he had anything at all to do 
with it. What alternative was there? It wasn't like | had a 
long line of people just waiting for the excuse to buy me 
dresses. There wasn't anybody else who would do this. 
Which meant it didn't matter how much | liked it, the dress 
was going back. 


"Jesus Christ, you've got to get out of here, Elizabeth." 


| didn't want to think about what it meant if he was sending 
me things to wear. Hopefully nothing. Hopefully this was 

from his publicist, who'd seen the clothes | usually wore and 
probably wanted me in something classier than sportswear. 


It was definitely that. 


Wiping my hands off to make sure | didn't smear grease all 
over it, | pulled the dress out of the box to hold it against 
me. Just to have a look, before | packed it up again. The hem 
came to the middle of my thighs and the cut was perfect. | 
could tell that even without a mirror. 

| already knew I was going to go upstairs with it and find the 
packing note, and put it on - just to see what it looked like 
on. What it would have been like to wear. If it hadn't come 
from someone | despised. 

As | picked the box up again, a handwritten note fluttered to 
the floor and | picked it up. 

For tonight, Sugar. 

Shit. 


My whole body flushed hot, stuck on the memory of Maxim's 
eyes and his large hands and his clever, clever mouth. The 
way he'd loomed over me in the ring the first time we'd met 
and how he'd swept me off my feet outside the school gates. 
Had | been right? He had to be talking about the sugar 
packet I'd sent back across the road. 


Holy hell, | really was flirting with a guy who was stalking me 
from the building next door, a guy who had at least one gun 
on him that he could shoot well enough to break a single 
pane of glass like it wasn't a bullet at all. A guy who knew 
my movements well enough to turn up where | was half a 
city away. 

Shit. 

If | accepted this, what did that mean? 

| didn't care. 

The only thing | was thinking was whether | had the right 
bloody shoes to match the dress. | wanted to get closer to 
Maxim Toropov than staring at him from across the street, 
and maybe he'd come close if he saw me in this. Why else 
would he have sent it? 


He didn't seem crazy. He was respectful in the ring. He could 
have grabbed me. Could have tried to make a snatch, or 
even tried to hurt me. But there was something very 
controlled about him that | recognised from all the men a the 
gym, a concise, military way of moving. 

He was here because of Pierce's stupid book. 


He could be a Russian spy, a hitman, looking to take my 
stepfather out for daring to expose all those oligarchs. 
Maybe Mrs Koskova had sent him to get back at Pierce for 
being so horrible to her little dog. No way did Sutherland 
have some kind of protection detail that he'd arranged, 
watching the house just in case. He was too arrogant to 
think he could be touched. 


Maxim didn't have James Bond vibes anyway. He was more 
rugged than that, like he'd do anything it took to get the job 
done. And | didn't think he cared whether he was on the 
right side of the law. It seemed to me he was used to getting 
what he wanted. | didn't know what | was going to do if that 
was me. 


Maybe we could work together. | wanted the same thing he 
did - Pierce Sutherland dead and buried. 

My head was spinning with a thousand different questions. 
The faster the evening ahead came, the better. One way or 
another, | was going to get some answers before the night 

was over. 

KKK kK 


| sat on the bottom step of the staircase, listening to Pierce 
outline all the rules for the evening. 

"You will stand up straight. And you will smile and make 
polite conversation. And when they ask you you will tell 
them how lucky you are to have me as your stepfather." 


My gaze set off into the distance, | was doing a pretty good 
job of filtering him out. By now I knew from the pattern of 
rise and fall in his voice when it was time to interject with a 
nod. "I understand." 


"You better you hear me? | want none of your cheek. No 
clever little comments. You will not ruin this for me you 
nasty little whore." 


| clenched my teeth, feeling my jaw tense and my cheeks 
flush at his accusation. It was nothing new, but it always 
stung more than it should have. He didn't even care how 
wrong he was, and for that | was grateful. | couldn't bea 
whore and a virgin at the same time. And I'd rather that than 
him ever think to touch me. 

No one wanted the tomboy who never grew up. The spiky 
girl who was all angles and sharp barbs. There was a running 
joke at school that | didn't have a boyfriend because the last 


boy who tried it with me got nothing but a mouthful of teeth 
in his dick. 

It shouldn't have mattered to me. | didn't want to trail 
through awkward fumbling eighteen year olds who needed 
an ego boost so they could become real men. Sucking off 
some teenage boy who was too horny to remember he was 
supposed to at least try to get me off too didn't sound like 
fun. | hadn't met anyone who'd changed my mind on that. 
Call me stupid, but | wanted my first time to mean 
something. To be with someone who cared about me. Who 
maybe even might think that we could be together forever 
rather than just one night. And that was not going to 
happen with any of the trumped up idiots | came into 
contact with. 


That hankering for some perfect hero was the only strand of 
romance | had left in me. My parents had gotten together 
right out of school, and Mum only had stories of Dad being 
the perfect man for her. | barely remembered him, but | 
knew without a doubt that there had to be someone just as 
perfect for me as he had been for her. No way in hell was | 
going to wind up getting taken in by some fraudster like 
Pierce. | wasn't going to settle for anything less than the 
man who was meant to be mine forever. 

"Are you listening to me Elizabeth? What year did I win the 
Pulitzer?" 

| wanted to tell him I didn't give a damn, but I knew better 
than that. | forced myself not to sigh. "The year before last, 
Pierce. It was in the papers." 

"I know that you imbecile. Right. Stand up, get the door. I'm 
not having you making us late." 

Out on the street, the taxi was waiting. 

| caught myself looking over to the doorway of the mansion 
as | climbed into the back seat, straightening out the skirt of 
the pristine dress that | was certain now he hadn't bought 


for me. Foolish as it was, | found myself looking for the guy 
in steel-capped boots, as though he'd still be hanging 
around this late. 


Pierce got in behind me, and kept his distance, sticking to 
the otherside of the plentiful seat of the black cab, clinging 
onto the handle above the window as he instructed the 
driver on exactly which roads he was supposed to avoid. 


The hum of the engine changed, and | glanced back to the 
shadowed doorway across the street, drawing in a breath at 
the sight of that same pair of bright blue eyes meeting mine 
just as the cab pulled away from the curb. 


| whipped around in my seat, determined to keep my eyes 
on him, but we were already rounding the corner, heading 
towards Cadogan Square. 


| didn't realise the man was wearing a pristine evening suit 
and a black tie until the pounding of my heart settled. What 
was he doing there lurking in the dark? 

The possibilities crowded in on me. Maybe I'd never know for 
sure, but there was something dangerous about him, and it 
drew me to him like a moth to a flame. 

"What on earth is the matter with you?" Pierce snapped, 
frowning hard at me. "You better not be this jumpy all 
evening." 

"No sir." 


CHAPTER 11 


Elizabeth 


| saw him on the other side of the room when we were in the 
reception area and everyone was standing around with 
glasses of champagne, waiting with undisguised hunger for 
the waiters to bring out their silver trays of doll-sized little 
bits of food. Pierce's publicist didn't seem to see the irony in 
putting caviar and cocktail blinis on the menu, and given 
the speed at which the waiters were being ever-so-politely 
mobbed, | didn't think anybody in the entire place noticed 
apart from me. 

And maybe him. 


Out of the scruffy building site clothes, he looked ruggedly 
handsome. He had a dark beard that was just a little past 
what was classed as stubble, in here it made him look 
refined where out on the street it had made him look 
dangerous. | didn't think one was less true than the other. 


The dark suit jackets was perfectly tailored to accentuate 
the sharp V of body, broad chest tapering to impossibly slim 
hips. But his legs were strong. All of him was, and the 
expensive suit didn't hide that well enough from me at least. 
| could still see he was the same man underneath. He was as 
out of place amongst these slim, perfect media people as | 
was. But he did a hell of a good job of fitting in. 


| was practically salivating just watching him, wondering 
what he'd meant by sending me this dress. | wanted to go 
over to him, but didn't dare risk it. | hoped maybe he'd come 
over to me. 


When he looked up, he held my eye for a long, long moment 
and | thought my heart was going to beat itself out of my 


chest. He raised his glass minutely, and if | hadn't been 
watching him so intently, | would have missed it, along with 
the tiniest tilt of his head, before he turned away. 


| was about to cross the room to him, to find out what he was 
playing at. Get to know what his game was, when Pierce's 
publicist Sandra grabbed me by the arm. 


"Be a dear, Elizabeth, you must come and say hello to 
Simon. Pierce has been avoiding him all evening, I'm sure 
you can work your magic." 


| opened my mouth to protest, but her talons that passed as 
fingernails tightened on my arm and her bright lipsticked 
smile pulled dangerously thin. "There's a good girl." 


"Fine." 


When I looked back across the room, the guy whose dress | 
was wearing wasn't looking at me any longer. Sandra's PA, 
Violet, was laughing orgasmically, leaning on his shoulder, 
her perfect long legs and air-brushed-on dress making me 
fume. 


| wanted him to tell her to go fuck herself. | wanted him to 
look at me again, but he didn't. He refused to meet my eyes 
as he leaned in and whispered something in her ear. And she 
laughed again, sliding her hand onto his arm and | wanted 
to rip her head off. 


| felt like an idiot standing there in the dress he'd sent me, 
thinking it was anything other than some kind of attempt to 
buy me off. 'Have a pretty dress, don't tell anyone I'm 
stalking you with a gun and don't worry about me taking 
your oral virginity.’ 

As much as part of me was seething, | knew that he'd never 
do that. The way he'd touched me was real. Everything he'd 
said to me, everything he'd done was true. | just had to trust 
him. Even as | watched her angle her ample cleavage into 
his sightline, | knew that he wasn't enjoying it any more 
than | was. This was his job. That was all. 


He'd be over here with me in a second if it wasn't for that. 
He would. | knew he would. 


| Knocked back a large gulp of my champagne and forced 
myself to tune back into what Sandra was saying. 

Simon. His tuxedo must have fit him properly some time in 
the eighties. Now it was pulled out of shape by his solid 
paunch and the way he rounded his shoulders and slumped 
where he stood, leaning back on his heels to rock his crotch 
forward. 


| pulled a tight smile onto my face and held out my hand to 
Shake his. It took every ounce of strength I had in me not to 
shudder with revulsion. Sandra patted my forearm and her 

high heels clattered away across the floor. 


The bitch had planned to strand me with him. Of course she 
had. 

"Was just saying to Sandra, you must be so thrilled the Old 
Boy's finally pulled something out of the bag, so to speak?" 
"Oh yes. Utterly." That couldn't have been further from the 
truth. 


"And how about you? Pretty young filly like you must be 
coming up to University soon." 

"| guess so." 

"May I say, you look quite ravishing." 

| gritted my teeth, ignoring the way his rheumaticky eyes 
slid over me like he was trying to undress me. | cleared my 
throat. 

"Will you excuse me, | simply must say hello to somebody 
else." Mum had taught me that one. She always said if you 
got it out confidently enough you could walk off with a 
bright smile and most of the time nobody figured out they'd 
been snubbed until you were well on the other side of the 
room. Far enough out of the way to cause trouble. 


| was on my best behaviour, so it was better than stamping 
on his foot or punching him. 


| wanted to find Maxim, and get Violet the hell away from 
him. She might be all curves in all the right places and flirty 
little giggles, but he was meant to be mine, and | wasn't 
going to let her get in my way. 

I'd never felt territorial before, but it hit me square in the gut 
that | would cause her proper bodily harm, would relish 
breaking her perfect nose if it meant she stayed the hell 
away from him. I'd do it in this perfect white dress and 
cherish the spray of blood too. 


But we were being shepherded into dinner, and he was 
nowhere to be seen. | only had my own frustrations to keep 
me from slumping into a coma over the conversations that 
swirled around me, Sutherland incessantly the focus of them 
all. 


Sandra's PA was scanning the table too, and that at least 
made me smile. She didn't have her claws in him yet. 


Maxim 


Leaning forwards in the high backed wing chair tucked into 
the corner of the Mayfair gentlemen's club I'd followed 
Pierce Sutherland and Elizabeth into nearly three hours 
before, | adjusted my earpiece against a static crackle. 

After the reception, I'd hunkered down away from the party. 
Having gotten nothing of use from the ditzy PA, who clearly 
thought | was someone willing to wine and dine her to within 
an inch of her life, | had to go to work properly. 


In the corner of the dark, well appointed lounge | was sitting 
so still the bar staff had largely forgotten me. My laptop and 
large dirty martini | hadn't yet touched provided an excuse 

for them to leave me alone. My black suit was sharp enough 


to blend in, basic enough to be forgettable. Clattering away 
on my keyboard, I'd been polite but unremarkable all 
evening and l'm sure they had me pegged as some kind of 
stock broker, wound tight and antisocial. It was an 
impression to cultivate. But | was outstaying my welcome. 


With one eye on the barman who'd been passive- 
aggressively stacking glasses for the past hour in an attempt 
to get me to go home, | cricked my neck from side to side 
and tugged my tie a little looser, tilting the screen of my 
laptop closed. From this lounge, | could just peer into the 
private dining room. A decent suit and appropriate 
credentials were all | needed to walk right in. Valentin had 
done me proud. As always. 


The piece of excrement I'd been following so diligently for 
nearly three weeks, thumped the table, and his mobile 
phone crushed against the folds of his jacket as it stretched 
tightly across his ample chest, sending another wave of 
static through to my receiver. He let out what can only be 
described as a guffaw and | tried not to growl. Even across 
this distance, | wanted to punch him. Everything | knew now 
made him more despicable than before. 


It took all the control | had to keep my distance. | had to 
bide my time rather than score a cheap point with a fist 
through his face. When | came for him, | was going to be in 
and out with a single strike that he'd never see coming, but 
that didn't mean | wasn't going to make him suffer first. 


Three weeks into my surveillance, | knew without a shadow 
of a doubt that Pierce Sutherland was the kind of man who 
ordered too many single malts after dinner and groped the 
waitress's arse, ignorant to the fact that it was not that kind 
of Gentleman's Club. He could have cared less that the smile 
on her face was pinned there solely because she needed her 
job more than she needed her pride, which unfortunately, 
was never going to help her pay rent any more than he was. 


He was Oxbridge. He was Eton. And finally he was going to 
get the recognition he deserved and put the critics who'd 
torn his last hard-hitting investigation to shreds back in their 
places. He was on the rise, like a phoenix from the ashes, 
and he was going to make them eat his dust. 


| knew the script by heart. He'd been boring the entire table 
with it all evening. 

Ten o'clock Friday night, and he was already steaming. He 
hadn't even made it to eleven to start coming off the tracks. 
All | wanted was for him to shut up and go home. 


Red faced, overweight and prone to sweating in the slightest 
bit of heat, his breathing got heavier as he warmed to his 
favourite topic, his own cleverness. He was oblivious to the 
glazed-over expressions of most of his other dinner 
companions. I'd been reliving the same conversations night 
after night, and still | was no closer to getting anything 
useful from the man. 


He liked the sound of his plummy voice too much for just 
about everyone in most rooms, but he was riding on his 
secret, getting a thrill out of being the only man who'd dug 
up the dirt. It was sheer professionalism that kept me tightly 
tuned to the live stream from the transmitter I'd turned his 
mobile phone into, and as close to his side as | could be 
without him noticing instead of putting us all out of our 
misery by lodging a well placed bullet in his brain. 

Had he been saying anything useful all evening, the 
waitress would have been the perfect mark to help me finish 
the job off neatly. | had no doubt | could have been 
distracting enough for the time it would have taken me to 
slip something lethal into that third scotch, even though her 
pouting lips and spiderleg eyelashes did nothing for me. | 
would have loved to put an end to the venerable Mr 
Sutherland right then and there. 


But there was no point cutting the head off the snake when | 
didn't know where he'd laid his eggs. 


| didn't need the waitress to find out what he was talking 
about. Every single word had come right through to me, 
crystal clear. None of it gave me what | wanted. 

Man of the moment, his PR company was going to town, 
pushing the upcoming launch of his new book, in which he 
was going to name the Russian oligarchs behind the most 
expensive empty buildings in Belgravia, unmasking the 
shell companies that owned them. They claimed only one 
copy of the manuscript existed. That the printers weren't 
even going to get it until three days time. 


It was why we needed Elizabeth Harrington. She could get 
us closer in. As long as | could get her trust, and that, | knew 
as soon as Valentin had sent over those files, was my new 
reason to live. | needed to get her to trust me so that | could 
get her out of the nightmare she was living through. 


The rest of it could go to hell. 


CHAPTER 12 


Elizabeth 


Face pressed up to the glass of my bedroom window, | 
looked out across the silent street with my heart thundering 
in my chest, trying to calm my breathing. Three in the 
morning, it was deserted. There was no one around to see 
me. 

But maybe Maxim was out there. The mysterious man from 
the boxing gym who'd spoken in riddles and been so serious 
and disarming. The dress had to be from him. So why hadn't 
he come up to me? Where had he disappeared to? 


I'd wanted him then and | wanted him now, still on edge 
from escaping the clutches of Pierce's friends at the 
promotional evening, and still reeling from seeing Sandra's 
PA all over him. 


| hadn't been able to get Maxim out of my head for days, 
and there was nothing | could do about it if he didn't want to 
be found. It was maddening. 


| peered at all the windows of the building opposite, 
straining my eyes to make out anything beyond the 
darkened glass panes. He was out there, watching me, in 
one of those apartments, just feet away. | knew he was. 
Had he listened in to the whole dinner party? Heard my 
awkwardness and seen my blushes when Pierce's friends 
talked about what a 'handsome young lady' I'd become. 
Did he think so too? 

Boxing made my arms too muscular, my chest tight and my 
breasts small. | never felt feminine, but | felt attractive in 
this dress, sophisticated, sexy. Like maybe | wasn't so 


Shabby next to all the glamorous people there. It was so 
much better than the pale yellow dress and the bright white 
cardigan Pierce would have made me wear. 


But he hadn't come over to me the way I'd hoped he would. 


“Maxim, are you out there?" Even whispering, my voice 
sounded terribly loud against the silence of the street. | 
stayed still, up against the glass, watching for any sign he'd 
heard me. 


And - there. 


Something moved in one of the windows across, one floor 
down from me. There and gone before | could focus on it. 


"Was that you?" 


The window stayed silent and blank. | let out a short breath, 
full of impatience. What was | doing? | might as well have 
been talking to a ghost. 


The thought that it was him excited me more than it should. 
All this time I'd had a deadly guardian angel waiting in the 
wing, and | knew now he'd be ready to swoop in and dish out 
vengeance. For the first time in so long, | wasn't on my own. 


Slowly, | peeled my cardigan off, eyes locked onto the 
window where | thought I'd seen something move, and 
there, again, just as fleeting, came a little flash reflected 
from the streetlights. Binoculars? A camera? Some kind of 
scope? 

"Come to the window Maxim. | already know you're out 
there." 


One by one, | lowered the shoulder straps of my dress, 
sliding them off my shoulders. | held my breath, already 
knowing what I was about to do - what I wanted to do, before 
| reached back behind me to slide the zip down. 


Inch by inch, | let the dress fall off my body, my eyes locked 
onto the window, until | was standing there, in my bra and 


knickers. | wanted him to show himself. | wanted to know for 
sure that he was there. 


Down below, the curtain shifted. And a piece of paper with 
just two words on it appeared. 

Stop it. 

My breath caught in my throat. He was there, and he was 
watching. Slow and deliberate, | shook my head from side to 
side. "I don't want to." 

| ran my thumb along the inside of my bra strap, easing it off 
my shoulder, thinking about Maxim's body, what he was like 
up close when we had each other on our toes, sparring in the 
ring. | knew he'd been holding back. But | gave him more of 
a run than he'd been expecting. 

And | wanted to know what it would feel like to have him up 
against me in another way entirely. 

Leaning down, | opened my mouth and breathed against the 
glass enough to fog it. Carefully, | traced letters backwards 
so he'd be able to read them the right way. Make me. 


The paper disappeared. | watched the curtain for a long 
stretch of minutes, but he didn't appear in the window. 


| stepped back a little way from the glass, turning around as 
| unhooked by bra, facing into my bedroom. My nipples were 
peaked even before the air hit them. | held it out, letting it 
drop to the ground theatrically by my side. 

This was insanity. | didn't care. The only thing | wanted was 
for him to see me, the way he'd seen Sandra's bloody PA. | 
wanted him to want me more than that. 


My heart was pounding as | turned around again, hands at 
my breasts as much to cover them as to still the need | had 
to be touched. 

| knew he wanted me. 

I'd seen it in his eyes in the ring and his hunger was more 
enticing than anything I'd ever known. He looked at me and 


saw me. It wasn't like the customers at the hotel who just 
Saw a Short skirt and a pretty face. | turned him on by 
pushing through his defences with a tricky uppercut and a 
pulled suckerpunch. 


But he had to see me as more than someone to fight. 


| didn't want to feel like someone's entertainment. 
Sutherland's good little stepdaughter who didn't mind his 
sleazy friends trying to touch me up. | wanted a man like 
Maxim, who made me feel attractive, like | could be just 
another woman, sexual and whole. 


Slowly, | lowered my hands away from my breasts, refusing 
to allow myself any embarrassment. | had nothing to be 
ashamed of. My body was strong and defiant, and there was 
nobody else looking out of their window on this street. This 
entire show was for Maxim. Just like | wanted it to be. 


Slowly I slid my hand across my belly, down in a diagonal 
line to my hip and I let my fingers drift inside my knickers. 


| bit my lip as my fingers grazed over the hood of my clit, 
eyes drifting closed as | imagined his rough hands on me 
instead. 


Again, | leaned down to fog the glass of the window with my 
breath. 


Keep watching. 


When | looked again, Maxim was standing at the window, a 
tight, steely glare on his face, arms folded tight across his 
chest, testing the buttons of his shirt. But there was no 
mistaking the erection tenting at the crotch of his black 
jeans. | let out a breath that shivered through me. 

He shook his head slowly, but | didn't care. 

| echoed the motion, feeling the crackle of his eyes meeting 
mine, even across the distance. No one had ever made me 
feel the way he did. | needed more. | swallowed to wet my 
dry throat and turned the shake of my head into a slow nod. 


If he wasn't going to come to me, this was all that was in my 
power to do, and | was doing it. He had to know that | 
wanted him. 


Holding his eye contact as best | could across the distance, | 
shimmied my knickers down my hips, stepping out of them 
when they dropped to the floor. Instinctively | pressed a 
hand to the flat of my stomach, just above the tangle of my 
pubic hair. 


| wanted him to touch me so badly it hurt, but | was on the 
wrong side of the road, all by myself in a house that wasn't 
my home any longer. 

He picked up that piece of paper again, holding the phrase 
to his chest, and | shook my head again. 

The only way he'd make me stop was by coming over here 
himself. That was all I really wanted. 


The last thing | was going to do was stop when he couldn't 
take his eyes off me. Out of all the men | knew in my life, he 
was the only one | felt like | had some kind of power over, 
and that was almost ridiculous given how serious and strong 
he was. He had to be the best part of a foot taller than me 
and | had no doubt he could snap me in half if he chose to. 


But there had been something in his eyes that told me he'd 
never even try it, never want to hurt me. And it was so 
seductive thinking that all that strength was there for me 
alone. 


All | could do was press myself up against the glass and 
stroke between my folds, touching myself with careful 
fingers until | found the perfect spot and my hips rocked to 
press harder against my hand. | was slick, dripping wetness 
down between my thighs, and even though | was a virgin | 
knew this was what my body felt like when it was hungry for 
him and ready to take his cock. 


| wasn't the good little girl | was supposed to be in another 
life where everything had gone to plan. | was never going to 


be her in this one. And moth to the flame, he was drawing 
me in. | didn't care if he was trouble, he was everything | 
wanted, and if this was a mistake then | didn't care. It was 
already better than the life | was trapped in. 


| wanted everything he could give me, even if it made me 
combust. 


Maxim 


From the second she dropped the straps of her dress, 
Elizabeth had my attention. | was riveted in place. Nothing 
could have pulled me away from the window. 


I'd followed the car back to the house, expecting Pierce 
would follow his usual routine of another nightcap in his 
study before passing out in a stupor. | hadn't expected 
Elizabeth to do this. 


| was transfixed by the sight of her naked body pressed 
against the glass of the window. Her perfect, pale skin stood 
out against the darkness of the room behind her, catching 
an orange toned glow from the streetlight. | could see every 
fading mark along her ribcage and | wanted to close my 
mouth over every one of them and cover them over with 
kisses. | was harder at the sight of her than I'd ever been in 
my entire life. My cock was diamond hard. | could have cut 
glass. 


No one compared to her. She was reckless and fearless and - 
fuck 

| wanted to storm across the street, race up the stairs, drag 
her back into her bed and show her exactly what a real man 
could do for her. In my arms she'd know the power she had, 
and I'd give her everything | had, filling her up with all of me 
until she knew she was mine, because | was already hers. 


At the same time, the growl rumbling in my throat rose 
higher. She needed to step away. She needed to stop. To 
cover herself up. Get herself out of view. Because she was 
meant to be for me and me alone. But she had no shame. 


This show was all for me and the way she looked at me 
across the distance, with that twinkle of a smile at the corner 
of her mouth - she had me frozen to the window. All | could 
do was shudder as | watched her hand trail across her 
stomach, wishing | was touching her instead. 


She couldn't hear me growl and groan to be with her, could 
only see my hand splayed flat against the glass like the 
caged wild beast it felt like I'd become. I'd tear down walls to 
get to my mate. This was primal. Instinctual. She had to feel 
it too. 


My fingers twitched as | fought the urge to pull open my fly 
and start tugging at myself to get some kind of release. It 
wasn't going to happen. I'd vowed that from the first time I'd 
seen her. When | came for her, it would be when she knew 
exactly what she'd done for me. | wanted to be in the same 
room, not spying on her like some kind of creep. 


| nearly gave in when she started to touch herself. | couldn't 
take much more. She was going to be mine. But until the 
day when | could show her that this was all we had. 


Whatever game she was playing, she knew I was out here 
watching, and all of this was for my benefit. For me and me 
alone. She wanted this. She wanted me. There was no other 
way to read what she was doing. 


Breathing heavily, | rubbed my hand over my fly, gritting my 
teeth at the imprint my zipper was making and | let outa 
low groan. | didn't want this. Didn't want to make a lonely 
mess of myself watching her writhe against her own fingers, 
when | should be the one over there with her, taking her 
apart piece by piece. 


She was hurrying, pushing herself, and | wanted to show her 
how to take it slow. 


With a low groan, | unzipped and pulled my cock out, heavy 
and leaking. It was straining towards the window, as though 
it wanted to stretch across the street right to her. | knew it 
belonged in her instead of in my hand. 


She held my eye as | started to touch myself and her rhythm 
settled in with each slow stroke | drew along the length of 
my erection. So hard it hurt, every stroke only wound me up 
even more, but | wasn't going to let myself come. Her face 
fluttered with the pleasure she was giving herself, and sweat 
was Starting to slick her short, fine hair to the back of her 
neck. 


Across the distance, we used our hands on ourselves in time 
with each other. | watched her, knowing she was watching 
me, and it was as close to touching as we could get. But it 
left me with a hollow ache, and a maddening need for more. 


With my eyes on her, | did my best to let her know how well 
I'd fuck her. From fifty feet away she knew that, | could see it 
in the way her breathing deepened and she arched her neck 
towards me. When she was finally mine, the explosions 
would be cataclysmic. 


Her mouth opened, eyes fluttering closed briefly, though she 
tried to keep them open and | knew she was struggling to 
hold herself back. | didn't want her to try. 


The pull of pleasure over her body was beautiful to watch. | 
wanted to rub myself all over her, feel the weight of her 
perfect breasts in my hands, suck at her skin to taste her. | 
wanted to slide my fingers into her and feel her walls clench 
tight, to feel how slick and slippery and ready for me she 
was. But all | had was the friction of my own palm and the 
coldness of the window glass beneath my touch. 


Her breath was fogging up the glass and mine was too. 


| wanted to kiss her. Wanted to tangle my tongue in her 
mouth and fuck her with it until she groaned. | wanted to lift 
her up and plunge inside her, without a care for who saw me 
claim her. 


But right then, the only thing | was doing was stroking my 
cock, alone in a dusty building site, drinking in the sight of 
her like she was some cash-grabbing whore. | wasn't 
prepared to disrespect her like that. 


| wasn't going to let myself come until | could come inside 
her. That was where | was meant to be, and this wasn't going 
to give me the satisfaction | was craving. She might have 
thought she wanted this, but I didn't. | wanted more. 


Already the glass under my hand felt wrong. 


She looked so beautiful, still panting and flushed, and she'd 
look all the more perfect up close, next to me. | wasn't going 
to ruin it by giving in when I was so close to having her for 
real. 


When her eyes fluttered closed and her body convulsed 
beautifully, | forced my hand away from my heavy cock, 
knowing the ache in my balls was going to be excruciating. 


Blue balls was a feeling I'd gotten used to in all the weeks of 
watching her. But this was going to trump anything I'd felt 
so far. The ache of them would keep me focused and true. 
My seed was all for her, and | wasn't going to waste one 
single drop. Every single sperm belonged to her. They all 
held the building blocks of our future and for the first time in 
my life, | knew | wasn't meant to end my days alone. 


Over the years I'd seen my colleagues find women and settle 
down. I'd always thought them selfish, careless. Thought 
they were wrong to bring a woman into a life like this, where 
there can never be guarantees. But | never knew it was 
possible to feel the way | already felt about Elizabeth. | was 
converted. Love was real and that had to be what | was 
feeling. Nothing apart from her mattered. My life plan had 


only one goal and that was to give her the family that she 
didn't have. 

| was going to make her mine, and when it happened, there 
wasn't going to be a sheet of glass between us. That much | 
could promise. This had gone on far too long. 


CHAPTER 13 


Elizabeth 


He was meant to take what I'd given him in the window. That 
show | gave was meant to be all | let him have. All I let 
myself give. | was supposed to get him out of my head so | 
could do what | had to do. No more games. 


But then there was a note through the door. 


10:30 Patisserie Valerie. Kings Road. I'll be waiting for you 
Sugar. 


| got there early. 
How ridiculous could a girl be? 


| waited in the back of the French patisserie, in the small 
room packed with tables. It was part of a chain, which meant 
that although the food was perfect and the place was small, 
verging on cramped, it was crowded. And it seemed wise 
that | didn't go anywhere where | could be cornered. 


| was early enough to choose a table in full view of the rest 
of the small dining area. Though | don't know why | 
bothered. Maybe | was worried he'd try to drag me off to the 
back room to dissolve my brain through my ears with more 
of his fantastic tongue torture. 


Coincidentally, | managed to pick the table in the corner, 
though with the way the tables were packed in, and lined up 
directly with the entryway, it was far from tucked away or 
private. 

| ordered a hot chocolate and did mental calculations about 
the amount of money in my wallet and what | was going to 
have for dinner before | ordered a pastry to go with it. 


When Maxim walked in, a table full of kids who couldn't 
have been more than twelve were dominating the small 
space, loud and uncaring that not everybody in the world 
cared about their friend's latest picture on instagram or who 
had a crush on some boy named Aaron. His jaw visibly 
rippled, and | had to struggle not to laugh. 


His entire body stiffened as he tried to walk around them, 
and they stubbornly refused to acknowledge he was trying 
to get past. Twice, he lifted his arm up high, reactions almost 
catlike, as he dexterously avoiding tipping his tray with a 
pot of coffee on the loudest girl's head. 


When he cleared his throat and four sets of eyes swivelled 
up to meet him, | almost snorted hot chocolate the wrong 
way. Suddenly, the kids were solidly in their seats and 
impeccably well behaved. 


"You don't like kids?" | asked as he joined me at the table, 
his shoulders still stiff. 


"| don't like other people's kids." 
"You have your own?" 
He almost looked wounded at the suggestion. "No." 


My eyes lingered on his for a lot longer than | should have 
let them. My heart was pounding. It was ridiculous that | 
should even care what he thought about children. The man 
was staking out my house, following me to the place | 
worked out, turning up at my school to take advantage of 
me and my virgin ways. 

Who was | kidding? I'd practically begged him for more. 

He plunged the coffee, pushing down on the little handle 
with a steady force. | realised he'd brought two cups over on 
the tray as well as a little jug of what | thought was milk, but 
turned out to be cream, when he poured it in it settled on 
top, rich and pale, until he stirred it in. 


" Coffee?" 


"No, thank you. | have this." 


He eyed my hot chocolate and the vanilla millefeui on my 
plate and | straightened up in my seat a little defensively. 
Mum and | used to get hot chocolate and cake on the 
weekend sometimes, or after school if she got out of work 
early enough to come and pick me up. I was being nostalgic, 
but he didn't know that and | wasn't about to apologise for 
it. 

"In Russia we do better cream cakes than this." 

| tilted my head, peering down at my plate and then looking 
back up at him. 


"You don't sound very Russian." 


"I came over here as a boy. Now, I am a citizen of the world. | 
go where my work takes me, but London is my base." 


"What brings you here?" 
"I think you already know." 


My eyes went to his and I felt myself breathe in all too 
raggedly. Under the table | could feel the heat coming off his 
leg, even though he didn't so much as brush his thigh 
against mine. | wished he would. The urge to spread my legs 
for him had never been so strong and | hated that, as 
predicted, this was all about Sutherland. 


If this was what having a crush was like | couldn't 
understand how any of my classmates got anything done. 
The only thing | could focus on was how much | wanted him 
to kiss me, to touch me and teach me everything my body 
had to offer. 


I'd never understood the fascination with cocks, but | was 
thinking about his, and what it would take to get it hard for 
me. What it would feel like in my hand, and how I'd fit my 
lips around it and learn to suck him off with half as much 
talent as he'd displayed eating me out. Maybe I'd be good at 
it, and he'd keep looking at me the way he was looking at 
me now. 


"You want to know what Pierce is planning to publish." 


Maxim's head tilted very slightly in a nod to the affirmative 
that | would have missed had | not been watching him so 
closely. 

"My employer is very keen on the information staying out of 
the public eye." 


He reached into his pocket and drew out a large-screened 
mobile phone and opened it up. "I want something quite 
different." 


"What is that?" 

"To get you out." 

He tilted the phone so that | could see the screen, and | drew 
in a sharp breath when | realised | was looking at a picture 
I'd taken not two weeks ago, of the bruise Pierce had left on 
my left hip. Instinctively, my hand went to the site of the 
injury. 

| felt more exposed than when he'd seen me fully naked. 
“How the hell did you get that?" 

"I'm sorry, Elizabeth that your privacy has been violated in 
the process of our investigations. | didn't want it to be this 
way." 

| glared at him and put the phone back on the table top, 
turning the screen face down. 


"| don't need you to rescue me. If that's what this is. How 
dare you go through my things?" 

"Į can assure you I've never set foot in your house. Our 
hackers were very targeted. I've not seen anything other 
than these photos and your notes on them from your 
computer." 


He sounded almost pained, and it made some of the tension 
in me fade. "Is that supposed to make me feel better?" 

"I still need your help," he said softly, leaning in, and the 
soft tone he used was impossible to ignore. His voice tugged 


at something deep inside me and | would have given him 
anything he asked for. "I've been following your step father 
for weeks and the miserable excuse for a human being 
either doesn't have a thing on anybody, or he's hidden it too 
well to be found unless you already know where to look." 


| felt my jaw tighten. "He did the digging. His claims aren't 
fraudulent. But | don't know where he would have hidden 
anything. Is that what you're asking me?" 


Maxim nodded shortly and his lips pursed together, 
rounding in on each other. His large hands cradled the 
coffee cup and he set it down gently on the rough wooden 
table top. "We need you to search his agent's office. And 
anywhere else you can think that he might have hidden a 
pen drive or a notebook. We need you to look on the 
computer he writes on. He doesn't connect it to the 
internet." 


| felt my breathing level, steadying as | came to terms with 
what was being asked of me. 


"And where will you be, while I'm going through all of his 
things?" 

"Making sure he's nowhere near you." 

"What if | say no?" 


Maxim's head tilted and his smile pulled thin and pained, 
eyes crinkling closed. "I really hoped you wouldn't do that." 


"What if | do?" 


He let out a heavy breath and folded his hands onto the 
table in front of him. They were powerful hands, hands that 
had probably strangled people, broken bones, maybe even 
necks, but right now they looked inviting. 


"Then you need to know that Russia's enemies are always 
dealt with, and that my loyalty is to the country of my birth, 
and my brothers who have given me the opportunities they 
have. That, above all other things, is what must drive my 
actions." 


He wasn't looking at me, but | knew from the steady nature 
of his voice that he was deadly serious. If | made a move 
against them, | got added to the hit list. Whatever had 
already passed between us, he wasn't going to make 
exceptions. And | respected that, even if | didn't like it. 


"Is that a threat, Maxim Toropov?" 
"Only if you plan to be an enemy." 


His eyes flashed up to mine again. The thought of the world | 
was getting tangled up in was almost exciting. | had nothing 
left to lose, and while | knew that it was stupid not to be 
scared, it felt like this man would do anything in his power 
to avoid hurting me if he could. 


| wasn't the target, unless | decided to be. 


| let out a slow breath of my own. "And after | help you - if | 
help you - what happens then?" 


"We look after our friends, Ms Harrington." 
"Am | your friend, or their friend, Mr Toropov?" 


Under the table, | nudged my leg against his, unmistakably 
pressing the warmth of my calf against his and Maxim's eyes 
burnt into mine. | remembered the way he'd looked at me 
from the other side of the street. | was playing with fire and | 
liked it far too much to stop. My breathing visibly shifted as 
his hand left the tabletop and slipped underneath, resting 
solidly on my knee. 

"It's one and the same." 

"I don't think it can be." 


"That is because you don't understand yet. You will, soon 
enough." Maxim leaned in closer, stretching an arm across 
the back of my chair and lowering his voice, his breath 
grazing over my neck. | closed my eyes as his hand 
smoothed along the inside of my thigh. "You shouldn't start 
games like this, Elizabeth. When | get you alone, you're 
going to regret it." 


| all but felt my pupils flare with lust as | opened my eyes. 
That was the kind of threat | didn't mind at all. He was 
almost close enough to kiss, and | would have, except for his 
other hand on my forearm keeping me forcibly rooted where 
| was. 


| loved the strength of him, holding me there, keeping me 
from tormenting him in front of all these people. 

"I won't regret a thing. | can't wait to find out what you want 
to do to me." 


But he was right: | was acting fearless, but | didn't know 
what game | was playing, or the rules to it. Flirting like this 
was all new and | didn't really trust he wanted me, not 
knowing that he'd seen what Sutherland had done. | must 
have seemed pathetic to him. A spineless kid in need of 
rescue. If he saw me as a woman at all, he probably thought 
he could take whatever he wanted. And | didn't want that 
kind of man. | promised myself | never would. 


So where did that leave me, knowing that I'd give him all in 
a heartbeat? 


Maxim let out a little growl, so low it almost felt like the air 
was rippling and his hand shifted away. "You deserve a hell 
of a lot better than being diddled under the table." 


| bit my lip, feeling a flush of heat go all the way through 
me, strong enough for me to know I'd gone bright pink from 
head to toe. | was shameless. | would have taken that and 
loved it. 


He was the one holding back on some moral point | didn't 
care about. Maybe I should have. | cared more when he 
looked at me that way. 


His brow notched higher, amusement curling the edge of his 
lips. "Oh, sweetheart, I'm going to take such good care of 
you. But there isn't a single thing | want to show you that | 
can do here without being arrested for indecency. And when 
| touch you again, I'm going to make you scream." 


It took every ounce of self control | had, which was a whole 
lot more than | thought | did, to gather myself when he 
leaned back. 

| watched him drain the last of his coffee, and stand up, 
shifting the newspaper he'd come in with over the crotch of 
his immaculately tailored suit pants. My eyes flashed up to 
his and | forced myself not to let my gaze drift down to the 
bulge | knew was so temptingly close. 

"I hope you'll think about our offer, Ms Harrington." 


| nodded dumbly, bewildered by the man standing in front of 
me. 

"I think you already know how to get a hold of me, when 
you've decided." 

My smile twitched. "Call the Bat Phone, right?" 

"Exactly." 

Maxim covered my hand with his and squeezed. The final 
contact before he walked back out onto the street, and out 
of my visible world all over again. He was right it made me 
want to scream. 


CHAPTER 14 


Elizabeth 


We agreed to do it on Wednesday night. Sutherland had a 
dinner booked. | rearranged my shifts. It had seemed like a 
great plan when we were texting back and forth and Maxim 
was talking in circles trying not to put anything explicit or 
incriminating into words. 

But now | was standing outside the door of the office, 
holding the key that Sutherland kept in his bedside table 
and | could feel myself losing my nerve. 


Two deep breaths was all | let myself have. | told myself 
there was no need to be afraid. Maxim was watching my 
every move. Pierce wasn't going to find me. And the 
Russians needed me to do this for them. Maxim needed this. 


The house felt hostile, as though it knew what I was getting 
up to. It shouldn't have. It should have welcomed every 
move | made to get the toxic man out of what had once been 
a home that was full of love. 


One tiny favor, and I'd be well on my way to pulling Pierce's 
reputation down along with his image. They had photos, 
Maxim said. Of him hitting me. | could put together a case 
against him. It was even better mixed in with my 
documented evidence. They'd lock him away for years. That 
had to be better than the half-baked plan I'd had with an 
illegal revolver | hadn't ever even shot. 


And if Maxim believed that was why | wanted those pictures, 
then good. I'd already have them by the time he figured out 
I'd killed the man, and was using the evidence he'd given 
me to convince a jury it was self defense. 


| reckoned my chances were pretty high. But I'd risk any 
odds for getting revenge on the man who killed my mother. 
My only regret would be not having more time to get to 
know Maxim, to see what our lives would have been like 
together. 


Whichever plan | went with, the only thing holding me back 
was the web of feelings that was starting to grow for the 
Russian man who'd put protecting me above doing his duty. 


I'd just have to pack up my infatuation with him, because if | 
did anything else to encourage him, he might hang around. 
And | might want him to, and | didn't need anyone trying to 
convince me to take a better course of action. 


There was no better course. 


He'd killed my mother, and he had to pay for that. As far as | 
could see, it was an even trade. I'd only be giving him what 
he deserved. The British legal system wasn't going to do 
that, no matter how many pictures of my bruised ribs they 
Saw. 


As quietly as | could manage | pulled the door of the office 
closed behind me, and tiptoed over to the desk. The 
computer started up with a soft hum that seemed far too 
loud for the silence of the house. 


Pierce wasn't scheduled to be home for hours. But going 
through his computer, through every draw in the place, was 
going to take time. 


He had to have notes, as well as the final copy. Hell, he'd 
been holed up in here for months working on something. Not 
to mention all the secretive interviews he gone off to. He's 
been back and forth in a flurry of taxis for a solid year. 


| relished the times he went out of town too far to travel 
back in one day and left me the house to myself. 

But today was different. | wasn't turning the radio up and 
dancing around like he didn't live here, | was meticulously 


turning over every inch of his personal space to find what 
Maxim needed. 


| knew he had a notebook that was always on him, and that | 
couldn't get a hold of, but there would have to be 
somewhere else he put his findings down. 


| gazed out of the window in despair after | went through the 
last draw of his desk to find nothing. I'd pulled out every 
single book from the shelf and put them all back 
meticulously. | hadn't found so much as a bookmark. 


Maxim had said he'd leave a light on, just as long as the 
coast was still clear. And it was reassuring to look up and see 
the glow. 


Pierce kept the computer in here unplugged from the 
internet, strictly for writing only. The only paranoia he ever 
entertained was that someone gave enough of a crap about 
what he wrote to try and steal it. He'd been more concerned 
about plagiarism rather than anything else, and despite how 
inflammatory he'd been told repeatedly the information he 
held was, it never occurred to him that men like Maxim 
might be out there somewhere trying to prevent the truth 
from coming. 


He thought he was the British Julian Assange. But he didn't 
seem to take note of anything beyond how famous he was. 
Everybody apart from him seemed to see the danger in 
hurting Russia's global reputation. He was too busy feeling 
good about himself for whistle blowing and unpicking the 
mess. 


The boxy hunk of a computer was a relic, with an operating 
system that crawled, despite the only thing installed on it 
being a word processing program. It took an age for me to 
flick through the files, meticulously dragging them through 
to the pendrive Maxim had given me. 


My foot jogged - an outlet for my nerves as | watched the 
files transfer painfully slowly, one by one, and | kept 


glancing up to the window, but from where | was at the 
computer, the heavy velvet curtain cut the angle off. 


| had to hope that somewhere in amongst the man's multiple 
attempts at some kind of fantasy novel was the information 
he needed. | didn't envy Maxim the task of sifting through it. 
For his sake | hoped he had people who could look through it 
all, and check for codes of ciphers. 


Not that | thought it was remotely likely Pierce would have 
done anything a sophisticated as that. 


With the main files transferred, | noticed another couple of 
web pages saved, which caught my eye because Pierce 
would have had to go to the effort of connecting the 
machine to the modem in order to get them on there in the 
first place. 

Which meant they were out of the ordinary. And that was 
just what | was after. 

| clicked open the message just as the handle of the door 
turned, and | looked up from a receipt for a storage locker on 
the screen, right into Pierce's face. 


"What the hell do you think you're doing in here?" 


His voice reverberated right through me as he powered into 
the room. | was off stance, too slow, and Pierce picked the 
paperweight up off the bookshelf right by the door, throwing 
it hard. It caught me square in the shoulder, and | stumbled 
back with a sharp shock of pain, losing my footing. 

"Get away from my computer you sneaky little thief" 

| scrabbled back across the carpet, reaching for the 
paperweight he'd flung at me as he ripped the pendrive out 
of the machine. 

"It's over, Pierce. The Russians are coming after you. Did you 
really think you'd be immune? They're out there. Right now, 
watching you." 


He started laughing, and | felt my breathing falter. "No one's 
watching. You sad little girl. Did that tabloid fucker pay you? 
| always knew you were a little whore. How much? Go on, 
how much am I worth?" 


"Not a damn penny. And I'd have fucking paid them to ruin 
you!" 

Pierce growled and | flinched back as he launched himself at 
me. 


"You will NEVER ruin mel" 


His face was all but purple, the veins in his face bulging as 
he bellowed, spittle flying through the air towards me. | 
could only hope he'd give himself a heart attack if he kept 


going. 


Maxim 


In the opposite building, | was at the window with the light 
off in the dark, watching the study. I'd killed the lights as 
soon as Pierce's car dropped him off, and | knew Elizabeth 
hadn't looked up to see the signal. She was still fiddling with 
the computer, just out of my line of sight. 

| hadn't waited for him to go inside. Him finding her was 
bound to happen and there wasn't a single bone in my body 
that could have stood by and watch him hurt her. I'd vowed 
it was never going to happen again, and | was a man who 
stood by his word. 


It had only taken a second for me to bolt for the door, Glock 
17 in my inside pocket. | raced down the stairs, shoving 
open the heavy swing door that led into the building, across 
the street without so much as a glance around to see who 
Saw. 


| rammed the front door in with my shoulder and when it 
didn't budge, | shot the lock out. Another thing | had to 


clean up, another mistake I'd never usually make. | didn't 
care. I'd have done anything to get Elizabeth out. 

When you were under my protection, | didn't let you down. 
That was the way it had always been. And | wasn't about to 
start with her. 


CHAPTER 15 


Elizabeth 


The front door burst in after three heavy thuds, which | 
realised afterwards must have been Maxim ramming his 
entire weight against it. The door splintered open and 
Maxim filled the doorway of the office, his entire body 
heaving. 

He must have sprinted to get here so fast, and he looked like 
some kind of avenging angel to me. 


Pierce's grip on my hair loosened and | kicked out, shoving 
him off. 


The gun Maxim held was unmistakably lethal and my heart 
notched up a pace. 


| wiped my bloodied nose with the back of my hand, rolling 
onto my back on the desk, scrabbling to my feet. My ears 
were ringing like I'd taken a slug to the side of the head - 
and it took me a minute to remember | had. This wasn't the 
boxing ring though. And Pierce had tried to- 


The thought made me sick. | refused to let it fully form. 
Maxim growled." You better say your prayers you 
motherfucker." 

Pierce’s face was a picture. 


He didn't even have the time to be scared before Maxim 
dragged him down onto the floor in front of him. 


The beating came hard and fast and | relished every punch 
to his doughy body. His face was purple and he was 
wheezing blood, and | knew nothing Maxim did to him would 
be good enough. 


He levelled the gun on him, and I got to my feet ina 
scrabbled rush. 


"No! Stop!" My voice wrenched out of me, scorching up the 
inside of my throat and | could feel my heart thundering in 
my ears. 

Maxim froze. | saw his arm lock, and he twisted the gun to 
one side, as though he was visualising the bullet finding its 
home, but he didn't pull the trigger. His jaw rippled slowly 
but the frown pulling his eyebrows together didn't lighten as 
he lowered the gun and looked at me. 


"You want to forgive him?" 


Without another word, | walked over to him and he let me 
close my hand around his, easing the gun out of his grip. 


"He doesn't deserve it, after all he's done-" 
"I know." 


| looked Maxim in the eye and gradually his frown softened. 
He gave a short nod and when he stepped back, | levelled 
the gun on Sutherland myself. 


On the floor, Pierce was barely breathing. Maxim had 
delivered the beating like the professional that he was and 
the man on the floor could only groan. He looked pathetic, 
but | couldn't find an ounce of sympathy in me. 

"I've been waiting years for this, Maxim. | am not going to let 
you take it from me." 


He met my eyes and nodded, sweeping a hand out in 
invitation. "Please, be my guest." 


| hadn't known for certain until | reached this point that | 
had it in me to go through with this, but there was no 
turning back now, and | didn't want to. | swallowed, 
breathing slowly as | made sure of my aim, but there was 
still a shake in my hand, and | growled, trying to get it to 
stop and failing. 


When Max came up behind me and put his arms around 
mine, | was glad of the heat from his broad, muscular chest. | 
felt him still the tremble in me, and Maxim's large hands 
closed both of mine around the handle of his gun. Steadying 
my hands completely, he raised it with me, lining it up with 
Pierce's head. 


His voice curled perfectly into my ear and the heat of his 
breath made my skin prickle pleasantly. | couldn't believe he 
was letting me do this. That he was allowing me to follow it 
through. 


"Breathe out when you squeeze the trigger. Nice and slow." 


| nodded once, and curled my finger feeling the mechanism 
connect. 


With the silencer on the end of the gun, the whispered shots 
came out with far more force than | was expecting, and it 
would have knocked my arm if Max hadn't been there 
holding me steady, absorbing the shock. 


He stepped back, and I watched the blood blossom from the 
twin wounds I'd made in the middle of Pierce's forehead. 
When I breathed out, | felt nothing but a sense of relief. 
Suddenly | was all too aware of the weight of the gun, and 
my hand dropped down to my side. 

Max took it off me, and | was glad to give it to him. 

"He's gone." 

Nothing else mattered now. | was prepared for whatever 
consequences I'd have to face. I'd show the world exactly 
how he'd driven me to it. But | had no idea what came 
immediately next. 

"Yes," said Max. "He's gone." His tone was low and neutral, 
but there was a tightness to his voice that | didn't 
understand. 

In what seemed like a single motion, Max holstered his gun 
and lifted me into his arms, bundling me in the folds of his 


coat, as he carried me like some kind of princess right out of 
the door he'd barrelled his way in through. 


CHAPTER 16 


Maxim 


Sutherland's death wasn't supposed to go down like that. 


It should have been a clean extraction, time to interrogate 
him thoroughly before the kill shot came. | had plans for 
making him regret all he'd ever done to Elizabeth. The 
professional in me would have never killed him there. It 
wasn't even close to the hit I'd planned, but I couldn't have 
done anything other than rush in and stop him. It was all 
inevitable right from the moment he pulled up outside the 
house. 


The only thing | hadn't predicted was Elizabeth wanting to 
pull the trigger herself. 


As soon as it was done, | knew I had to get her out of there. 


| knew this city from its rooftops and its gutters. I'd seen all 
the parts of it that most Londoners chose to ignore and | 
knew none of them were better than me. | did my duty, 
made my sacrifice in other people's blood. No questions 
asked. My soul was already long black, so another face in 
the shadows to keep me up at night made no difference at 
all. 

She was different. She didn't need to be involved in the 
clean up. 

| had a car ready for her in minutes and bundled her into the 
back of it. Sergei was a loyal driver, never far away when he 
was needed. 

The card | gave her now was nearly identical to the one I'd 
given her at the gym, only instead of my name, this one said 


MT Professional Security Services, and on the back was an 
address in Knightsbridge in a single neat line. 


If she'd been keeping up with Sutherland's work, she might 
have recognised the address as one of the buildings he'd 
been looking into. It was Bratva property, and all of us could 
do without anybody finding that out. 


| felt nothing when | dug the bullets out of Sutherland's skull 
and counted the shell casings, making sure there were 
enough to match the entry wounds, that each one in had a 
corresponding way out. 


You needed a crematorium or a furnace to burn a body to 
ash. A domestic house fire wouldn't get hot enough to get 
through the layers of fat, to char the bone. But it would do 
for the blood on the carpet, once I'd doused the area with 
the contents of the man's liquor cabinet. 


The body needed to come out of the house. 


After all the years I'd been doing this, | knew two things. 
Nobody ever wanted to get involved, and, most of the time 
they couldn't tell you what they were looking at even when 
it was right in front of them. People had too much going on 
in their lives to care what anybody else was getting up to, as 
long as it looked broadly fine. 


As counter-intuitive as it was, the best thing for me to do 
with Sutherland was to bandage the gunshots to prevent 
more oozing and stuff him into his overcoat before the rigor 
set in. Better than rolling him up in a carpet and dragging 
him out, provoking all kinds of questions about removals in 
the middle of the night and the distinct, lumpen shape of his 
dead-weight, would be best to put a hat on his head and 
walk him over the road with my arm under his shoulders, as 
though he was too inebriated to hold himself up. | had the 
strength for it, and the stomach. And that was exactly what | 
did. 


At this time of night, we weren't worth a second glance. The 
street was empty, all the curtain-twitchers long gone to bed. 
| took the elevator up to the middle floor of the apartments 
opposite rather than risking trailing blood up the stairs. 


| dumped him down in the middle of the rooms I'd been 
watching him from. 


I'd get him out in a roll of wall insulation. Drive him out to 
one of our associate's facilities. A pig farm out in Essex. 
Those teeth go straight through bone like butter and they 
gobble up everything in their way. Coming out as pig shit is 
the kind of end a man like him deserves. 

Pork's a meat | don't eat any longer. 


Elizabeth 


The building was no business address. The front door 
opened into a communal hall, and | followed the winding 
staircase up, through the plushly carpeted hall to the 
entrance door. 


This was a level up from any apartment building I'd ever 
been in before. | was almost surprised that the key worked in 
the lock, but it turned smoothly, and just as Maxim had said, 
there was the low beep of an alarm. 

| found the entry pad inside like he said, and keyed in the 
code, holding my breath until the beeping subsided with a 
double beep of a lower tone. 

Only then did | let myself look around. 

The hallway was broad and spacious with an immaculate 
hall table with an impossibly shiny wooden top that | didn't 
dare touch in case of leaving smudge marks all over it. 

At first glance, | thought the place was unoccupied, but as | 
walked through, | began to notice little things that had been 
left around, signs of humanity, occupation. 


In the shoe rack that went along one wall of the hall, there 
were a variety of men's shoes. All very large. | saw a pair of 
workboots I'd first seen Maxim wearing - the same ones. 
There was a Splatter of plaster dried over the toe of the left 
boot. 


Into the large lounge, with painted panels on the wall and 
high, high ceilings, someone had moved the cushions on the 
sofa to make a more comfortable nest. 

| could imagine him here, stretched out in front of the 
fireplace, looking up at the paintings hanging on the walls 
that showed Russian landscapes in the snow. | peered in at 
the canvasses, getting up close to the swirled strokes in the 
thick oil paint, wondering how old they were. And how 
expensive. 


Was Maxim staying here, or did he own it? 


Maybe his interest in shutting Pierce up was even more 
personal than I'd thought. 


The kitchen was immaculate. The fridge was empty and so 
was the freezer, except for a bottle of vodka and an 
unopened bag of peas. 


The next room over was probably meant to be a bedroom, 
but it was set out as a gym with a treadmill and a rowing 
machine as well as free weights lining the walls. Underneath 
the scent of orange oil, there was a definite musk in the 
room that reminded me of the scent of him up close in the 
ring. 

| let out a hum, aware that just the memory of that had my 
nipples tensing. 


This time | had the advantage. | could stroll through Maxim's 
home and pick through his things, learn everything about 
him from what was on display. 

Only, there wasn't much to take a read from. 

His bedroom was sharply masculine and minimalist to a flaw. 
Dark sheets on a low bed frame. It suited him. 


| wondered whether he ever let those sheets get rumpled. 


| was bloody well going to give that a shot. Because after 
today, we were inextricably bound together, and | knew 
there was never going to be a man who was more perfectly 
meant for me. 


No one else would have closed their hands around mine and 
let me pull the trigger. No one else would be cleaning up the 
mess I'd left without a second thought. 


| opened the wardrobe casually, peering at his boxer briefs 
with a secret thrill. 


His clothes were immaculate, hanging neatly in the closet, 
ranging from incredibly expensive to incredibly ordinary. 
There was nothing flashy. Nothing evidently brand new. 


He had a selection box of wrist watches on his dressing table 
- everything from a cheap Sekonda with a plastic strap, to 
expensive technical diving watches by brands I'd never 
heard of. No Rolex. He had a Tag Heuer, pristine and shiny. | 
wasn't exactly surprised. 


| imagined killing people to order was a job that paid well 
enough to make it worth his while. 


But what caught my eye the most was the understated, 
sleek Larsson and Jennings gold-rimmed black watch with a 
set of interchangeable leather and metal link straps. I'd 
peered in the window of their little shop in Seven Dials on 
more than one occasion, impressed by their modern, 
minimalist designs. 


These were the watches of a man who knew the power of 
blending in. | wondered which one he chose when he was 
choosing for himself. 

He had a box of cufflinks to rival the watches. No common 
theme. 


No aftershave, only unscented aftershave balm. 


In the bathroom, his toothbrush on the side was the most 
personal thing in there. The shampoo and showergel were 
hotel miniatures. The bathroom cabinet were empty. 

If this was his home, he didn't soend much time here. 
Bored, | toed off my shoes and slumped down in the middle 
of his bed. | stared up at the ceiling, imagining him lying in 
exactly the same place and | glanced across at the bedside 
table. With a grin, | curled up onto my knees and crawled 
over to the side, on the hunt for something - anything at all. 
| expected a few condoms at the very least. Maybe a packet 
of tissues. But the only thing in it was a copy of the Bible. 
This really might as well have been a hotel. 


The other bedside table was the same. 
"| give up. Maxim Toropov, you really are a ghost." 


CHAPTER 17 


Elizabeth 


| woke up blearily, to the sound of my phone ringing. In the 
dark of Maxim's bedroom, the bright screen illuminated the 
ceiling, and | scrabbled for it, sleep making my limbs heavy. 
"Hello?" | rubbed at my eyes, sitting up as | answered. 

"Oh thank God." 

"Cassie? Wha-time is it?" 

"Sorry | woke you up kid. Your house is all over the news. | 
thought-" 


"What?" A shock of cold went through me. Maxim wasn't 
back yet. Surely no one could have figured out what I'd done 
already. 


"Shit, kid. It's gone up like a tinderbox. | thought you were 
charcoal when you didn't come in tonight." 


"What? No- l..." | didn't even feel the sob coming until it was 
out of my mouth, cutting me off. There had been a fire? All 
my things. Everything I'd ever owned was there. Everything 
that had been Mum's. I bit down hard on the lump in my 
throat, huffing out a breath and forcing myself to calm down. 
| wasn't going to go to pieces. 

| was on my feet in an instant, stalking towards Maxim's 
living room on a hunt for the remote control. 


"Elizabeth shit. I'm sorry." 

"I'm fine." 

"Yeah, | know, kid. You always are, but you don't have to be. 
Where are you? You want me to come get you?" 


| looked around on instinct, my brain slow to formulate an 
answer. "I - no I'm fine. I'm with a friend." 


"A friend, huh?" Cassie knew me too well. I've bitched and 
moaned about the girls at school who've always seen 
something in me that doesn't fit in. The ones who got the 
short end of my temper before | learned to cool it down. She 
listened through me losing my best friend because | started 
lying to her to cover for what Pierce was doing, stopped 
being able to come out with her to the movies, shopping - all 
those things that used to be normal before my time off had 
to bring in money. 

"Yeah." | chewed my lip and flipped on the TV, muting the 
sound instantly. "I’ve met someone." 


The news was up on the screen, and my heart clenched in 
my chest at the sight of the high flames lapping out of the 
windows of what used to be my home. Was Pierce's body in 
there, slowly being burnt to ashes? Wouldn't they find the 
bullets even after it all burned through? What if they put the 
fire out too soon? 

"Someone?" 

"Someone | trust." 

She lets out a soft hum. "Good. I'm glad. About time. | hope 
you let him take care of you." 

The camera panned across to the crowd of my neighbours 
out on the street, no doubt ripped out of their beds by the 
fire alarms. They'd assembled in a little crowd, oozing 
irritation at not being allowed back inside. And | realise that 
in the middle of all that, Maxim was standing there, head 
down, hands in his pockets. His jacket was different and his 
gun were nowhere to be seen. 

"Cassie | don't think I'm going to be at work for a bit." 

There was a solid silence on the other end of the line and for 
a minute | thought the connection had cut out. 


"Are you in trouble?" 


"No. Not right now. But, Cassie | might be." What happened 
if they caught him? What happened if he talked? | didn't like 
knowing he was in the middle of that crowd, no doubt being 
kept there to make a statement. 


What had he been up to all this time? Torching the place 
couldn't have taken that long. 


She let out a solid breath. "Shit, Elizabeth. What did you do? 
No - don't tell me. | don't want to know." 


"If anyone asks. Can you-" 


“Don't say it. I'm your boss. What do I know about what you 
get up to? You didn't even show up for your shift." 


"Thank you Cassie." 


"You owe me Harrington. You pay me back by making sure 
you're safe." 


| nodded even though she couldn't see it. "I will. | promise." 
She'd been so good to me over the years. One day | was 
going to find a way to pay her back properly. 


Maxim 


| walked away from the reporters and the fire trucks, ducking 
into the shadows the way | always do without the slightest 
raise to my pulse, but standing on the doorstep, with the 
keys in my hand, | hesitated. 


There was a difference between wanting to kill someone and 
being on the other side of it. | wondered whether I shouldn't 
have held her back, done the deed myself. | was so proud of 
her when she took the gun out of my hand. Everything in 
her eyes told me it was what she needed. | couldn't have 
taken it from her. 


But maybe | should have. 


It was late by the time | got back to Belgravia, so late it was 
almost early. | hadn't been back to my London abode for 
more than the occasional change of clothes and a shower 
since I'd received the file on Sutherland and Valentin's 
accompanying orders. 


It was the company address. One of the perks of the level 
the company had taken me to, along with the multiple cars 
in the garage in the basement below. | kept another flat, for 
nostalgia. But | hadn't sent Elizabeth there. She deserved 
luxury not the cramped, narrow set of rooms so close to the 
run of train tracks sweeping into Victoria Station from the 
south that you could lean out of your window and read the 
newspaper over the shoulder of the morning commuters 
while the carriages were slowed to queue up waiting fora 
platform or a signal change. 

The balconies nearly brought you close enough to touch the 
trains, and their shunting, hissing progress over the tracks 
was the soundtrack I'd grown up to. The shuddering burnt- 
black bricks of the block and the windows rattling in their 
frames were what I'd known when we arrived from Russia. 
The better life my father strove for came with No Ball Games 
signs and parking lots instead of grass to play on. 


It was better than the alternative. And | still held a fondness 
for what I'd grown up with, but Elizabeth didn't need to see 
it. Here in London, and back in St Petersburg, I'd grown well 
beyond my roots. 


I'd learnt to hide my Slavic accent and then obliterate it, 
first with the vowel sounds of all the inner city kids, and 
then to temper it with a smoother edge - something like the 
boys who came into our unit before we shipped out, all tidy, 
smart and officer class. They were the blokes who made it 
through college. The ones who were smart enough to get 
themselves in places where life didn't take much toll. 


Life handed them a good roll of the dice, but | knew how to 
make my own luck. | had every mark of success any of them 


could have ever wanted - the money, the houses, the cars - 
but | felt the most alive, the most real, when | was sleeping 
on a cotbed in some abandoned building or other, some 
squat or building site or empty office, soending hours 
looking out of windows through high powered binos, 
pinpointing targets in the crosshairs of my scope. 

And lately, I'd felt that same vitality whenever Elizabeth was 
with me. 

Half of me wasn't expecting her to be inside. She could have 
gone anywhere. She had her plans, | was sure of it, and with 
Sutherland out of the way, she had nothing holding her 
back. 

But there she was, sitting in the living room in the chair 
opposite the door, with her legs crossed at the knee, waiting 
for me to come in. A single lamp lit up the side of her face 
and she was just as beautiful as she always had been. 

| closed the door behind me and shrugged out of my jacket, 
like | was just coming in from the office. 

She stayed exactly where she was, eyes fixed onto mine. 

"I Saw you on the news." 

"Did you?" 

"Your torched my house." Unsurprisingly, she didn't look 
pleased about that. I'd hoped she'd understand why | had to 
do. 

"Yes, | did. | don't want questions. It wasn't a good place for 
a hit." 

Her jaw rippled and she got to her feet, eyes burning into 
mine. 

"You destroyed everything | own! What the hell is wrong with 
you? | have nothing! What kind of rescue do you call this?" 

| stepped closer and her fists found my chest, drumming 
against it before | took her wrists in my hands. 

"Elizabeth..." 


"I hate you! Everything that was my Mum's is gone! | can't 
ever get it back." 


| felt my eyes soften, a ripple of hurt chasing through me at 
those words, even though | knew she didn't mean it. | knew 
what it was like to be forced to leave a life behind before you 
were ready to let it go. "Not everything." 

| set the gym bag | was holding down on the hall table. The 
plastic rustled as | pulled out the box of photographs I'd 
watched her take out of her hiding place beneath the 
floorboards, night after night, when the rest of the house 
was asleep and she thought no one was watching. 


| knew she kept her valuables there. Her laptop was no 
surprise, but the revolver was. And | knew that meant she'd 
been planning to kill Pierce long before | came onto the 
scene. 


Elizabeth swallowed hard, and her eyes turned glassy. "Oh." 
Her hand rose to clamp over her mouth and her hands were 
Shaking when she took the box from me. | already knew how 
much it meant to her. "Thank you. Thank you so much." 

"I shoved some clothes in the bag. Not sure they're quite 
what you would have chosen, | just grabbed what | could 
find." 

"No. Thank you. | understand. This is- How did you know?" 


Suddenly she wasn't mad with me any longer. | could see it 
in the way her shoulders softened and her stance shifted, no 
longer primed for defense and easy attack. 

"Elizabeth, I've seen you go over those pictures a thousand 
times on your knees in the dark. | wasn't going to leave 
them there to burn." 

Her posture shifted and she leaned against me, eyes still wet 
as she looked up at me, and | smoothed the salty trails away 
from her cheek with my thumb. 


"What now?" 


“Now life carries on. No going back." 

| saw her throat ripple as she swallowed, and she nodded, 
short and determined. 

"Okay." 

"They'll be looking for both of you. You'll be presumed 
dead." 

"Will they find him?" 

| tilted my head, grimacing a little. "I hope not. | havea 
record to maintain. | need to move him again, which can be 
risky." 

Elizabeth nodded. "I can help." 

"No. You don't know what you're doing. It's a skilled job. A 
messy job." 

She let out a breath and | could hear all of her frustration in 
it. "Well | have to do something." 

"You will," | told her. "We still need to make sure Sutherland's 
notes don't make it to press." 

"Oh - his computer. There was a receipt for luggage left at St 
Pancras Station." 

| raised a brow. It could have been something useful, but by 
now it was all quite literally up in smoke. 

"| found a locker key." She pulled it out of her pocket and 
dangled it in front of my face. 

With a pleased growl, | snatched it off her. "I knew you were 
bloody perfect, as soon as | laid eyes on you." 

| stepped closer and she didn't move back. Instead she wet 
her lips, tilting her jaw up and her hand settled onto my 
chest, squeezing at my pecs through my shirt. 

"Did you really think that?" 

My large, strong fingers circled her pearly throat and she 
leaned into my grip, smile curling in, even as | flexed and 


tightened my hold. "On my life | did, darling. I’ve never met 
a woman like you." 


The sound she let out, part mewl, part purr, went right to the 
core of me.. She made me feel like Superman, and with one 
touch I was definitely the man of steel. She had my cock 
hard enough to cut glass just by leaning up to brush her lips 
against mine. 


Her teeth grazed against the dry skin of my lower lip, 
sending a fresh charge right through me. Ten thousand volts, 
it had to be to make my cock twitch the way it did. The 
voltage channeled through me broke the fuse. She flipped 
the switch and there wasn't anything | couldn't do 


"Do that again," | growled, low and hungry, "And | won't be 
held responsible for my actions." 


Her eyes glinted with mischief, and her hand fitted over 
mine, easing my grasp from around her neck. Slowly, she 
ducked her head and slipped my thumb into her mouth, 
circling the broad, blunt end of it with her tongue, the small 
wet tip teasing over the pad of it where my fingerprints 
were. 


| nearly came right then and there, watching the attention 
she lavished, eyes tracking mine with every overly explicit 
lap of her tongue. I had another, much larger mouthful for 
her, and she damn well knew it. 


"Jesus, woman." 


There was no way she didn't know what she was doing to 
me. The bulge at my crotch was hard up against her hip, and 
harder every second. All I could think about was her sweet 
lips closing around my throbbing cock instead and her 
clever, clever tongue mapping all over me. | was craving 
entry to whichever part of her body she allowed, but if she 
kept this up, manners be damned, I was going to take 
exactly what | wanted. 


She drew off my thumb with a slick, solid pop and that was 
it. | was done for. With a growl, | hoisted her up and her 
thighs tightened around my sides, arms gripping around my 
shoulders as | pushed her back against the wall. Her hands 
drew my lips hard against hers and | plundered her mouth 
like | was sixteen again, and moments away from coming in 
my pants. 

| wasn't so far off. 

Too long there had been too much space between us, too 
many reasons why | had to hold myself back. But that was 
over now. There was nothing holding us apart, and all | 
needed was to make sure she knew she was mine. 


CHAPTER 18 


Elizabeth 


| groaned against his lips when Maxim's hot tongue pressed 
into my mouth, and | opened wider to let him plunder me. 
Gripping onto him, up against the wall, | had to turn my 
head away to find the room to breathe. 

He was all over me, and | loved it. 


All those nights he must have watched me like some kind of 
guardian angel keeping me safe, but when he'd swooped in, 
he'd let me take my own revenge and | loved him for it. I'd 
known | wanted him since | saw him loitering on the 
doorstep of the opposite building. There was nothing 
holding me back now. 


His lips went to my throat and his teeth tracked bluntly into 
my flesh, making me cry out and arch my body into him. 
Maybe | should have pulled away, but I didn't want to. There 
was nothing in the world | wanted more than for him to have 
me. 

After tonight, | wanted to be a woman in every way it was 
possible to be, but more than that, | wanted him to take my 
virginity the way | knew he'd been aching to for weeks. | 
couldn't get the image of him bursting into the office with a 
gun in his hand out of my head, and it had excited me more 
than | could admit. 

But right now, | didn't have to admit anything at all. My 
body was doing all the talking. 

When he pressed against me, | was desperate to grind 
myself against him. I'd never known how much | hated 
clothes. They were in the way, and | wanted them all gone. | 


needed there to be nothing between us. Even the air was too 
much. But my fingers had turned stupid, and I was tugging 
at his shirt buttons hard enough that one of them pinged off. 


Maxim let out an animal roar, and he pulled the rest of the 
shirt off himself, buttons pinging everywhere as he yanked 
his hands free of the sleeves. Large, rough palms were 
everywhere on my skin, pushing my top up over my head. 
Then he was kissing and biting at my chest, cupping my 
breasts in his hands as | clung to him. 

The scarring on his side was unmistakable. There were 
mottled patches all along his chest where the tissue was 
gnarled and marbled and my fingers found their way to 
every pitted groove of him. 


“Maxim make me yours." 


He tugged at the top of my sports bra and | heard it tear and 
buzz as he ripped it clean in two in the struggle to get it off 
me, leaving me suddenly topless. | didn't care. He'd seen me 
already, and | loved the way he cupped my breasts, 
touching them like he couldn't get enough. Couldn't believe 
he was getting the chance. 


| shared the feeling. | was already trying to work the button 
of his fly undone, but the strain of his enormous erection 
pressing against the denim was almost too much for me to 
fight against. 

He had to be in agony. And it was driving me crazy not to 
have him up against me skin to skin. 


When | finally managed to undo his fly, he groaned and the 
metal zip that had been pressing itself into him worked its 
way open without me even having to touch it. 


His cock sprang at me, pushing its way out, straining the 
black cotton of his boxers. | couldn't believe the size of him, 
the solid, heaviness that bowed under its own weight as his 
jeans slumped to the floor. He toed his shoes off, kicking out 
of them and letting his boxers slip down over his hips. 


Fully naked, he was more impressive than anything | could 
have imagined. He put the statues of Greek gods in the 
British Museum to shame. 


My eyes widened as | took in the sight of his cock, bobbing 

flat against his taut stomach, straining red and angry at the 
head. | had no idea how he was going to fit inside me, but | 

was already reaching to stretch my hand around him at the 
thought. 


He grunted low and grabbed my wrist like my touch was too 
much to bear. 


And then he was pulling me hard against him by the belt 
loops and he cupped his palm over the hot mound of my 
sex, making me shift my hips against the friction. | could feel 
how wet | was, drenching my knickers. His large hands 
pulled my fly open helping me shed my pants like he was a 
kid ripping off the wrapping paper on Christmas morning. 


He stroked me again through the thin cotton of my knickers, 
trailing his blunt nail over the seam in the crotch. Sparks 
rolled through me, lazy and slow and | couldn't catch my 
breath. | didn't care that | was writhing up against the wall, 
that he had me at his mercy. It was exactly where | wanted 
to be. 


Both hands took hold of the top of my knickers, and he 
dropped to his knees between my thighs, leaning in to tear 
at the elastic with his teeth. Pulling hard, the thin cotton 
ripped with the sheer force, and the buzz went right through 
me as he turned my underwear to rags. 


His hands went to my hips, holding me firm against the wall 
and all | could do was fist my hands in his hair without the 
slightest hope of holding him back as he brought his mouth 
down over me and his tongue rolled over the hood of my clit, 
swiping slow and licking down long. Breathless, | shuddered 
all over. 


There was nothing | could do but stand there and take it, 
feeling the top of my thighs grow slick and slippery every 
time | arched my back, pushing in more firmly against his 
face on a long, low groan that | didn't care who heard. 


His name was the first thing on my lips, and I could barely 
process how to do anything other than swear at him. My 
arms were weak and | didn't know how long I'd be able to 
stay standing. 

"Oh God, Maxim I want you. Please." 


He must have been half lizard, because his tongue was 
everywhere at once, sliding into me, hot and thrilling, 
delving deep as his nose rubbed relentless and hard up 
against the engorged bud of my clit. | thrashed, almost 
wanting to push him off, because | hadn't known it could be 
so good. Hadn't known what it really felt like to lose control, 
and he wasn't going to take anything less that drawing utter 
delirium from me. 


Holding me steady, drinking me in, his mouth was merciless 
when it came to drawing out my pleasure and making me 
shout out his name. My hands curled into his hair only 
spurred him on until | was thrusting my hips in against him, 
frustrated by how tight he had me against the wall and the 
bruising hold on my hips. | was all but blind and senseless, 
because the only thing | needed was him, and he was the 
only one in the world who could make my body come apart. 
The only one I wanted. 


| came harder than I'd ever dreamed | could. Everything 
went dark and my eyes rolled back as my body wracked with 
a shuddering, shaking bliss, but even as it rolled over me, | 
knew I wasn't done. | came up panting, gasping for air, still 
needing more. 


"Ohmygod, oh Jesus, Maxim please. | want you." 


He must have felt it too, because he scooped me up in his 
arms and | wrapped my thighs around him. 


Through the dark corridor, all | could do was kiss and bite at 
his neck like the feral thing it felt like I'd become. It didn't 
matter when I was with him. He was just as dark as I was, 
even darker, and | knew there was nothing about me that 
would ever make him turn away. 

He threw me down on top of the large bed, and my eyes 
locked onto his weeping cock as he stalked across the sheets 
after me. It was way too late to change my mind, and | didn't 
want to. But holy hell, there was no way he wasn't going to 
spilt me in half. 


Maxim 

Elizabeth rolled onto fours in front of me on the mattress, 
turning around to face me, and | made a grab for her, 
turning her hips back towards me with a solid hand on the 
flat of her stomach, just above the perfect neat mound of 
her pubic hair. 

Her hips curled up to try to meet my touch, and | pulled her 
back hard against me. 

"Now now. Have a little patience, darling. I've been waiting 
for you for weeks." 

Elizabeth looked over her shoulder at me, and her smile 
curled up, blissfully satisfied. She must have known by now 
she was the only woman for me. 

"Weeks?" 

"| haven't let myself come since | knew you were going to be 
mine. | wanted to be inside you when | finally let go so you 
could see what you've been doing to me all this time." 

"You didn't even come when | took my clothes off for you in 
the window. | wanted you to want me so badly that night." 


"Elizabeth, | did." 


She let out a low purr. "Does it hurt?" She whispered, 
reaching out to skim her fingers over the enraged head of 
my cock, and trailing down to my balls that were so full they 
felt bruised. | flinched back from her teasing touch. 


Every time I'd thought of her, they'd primed for release. I'd 
had wet dreams because of her, like a horny teenager, 
because I'd reached my breaking point one too many times. 
But | hadn't touched myself. That was a promise I'd made 
and stuck to. 


"Sweetheart, it's agony." 


Heavy lids nearly closed over her eyes, pupils blown dark 
with lust and she buried her teeth in her plump lower lip. It 
was an image I was never going to get out of my head. Her 
voice was a soft, seductive whisper | had to strain to hear. "I 
think you've waited long enough to take me. | don't want 
you to be good anymore Maxim. Please, | couldn't stand it." 


"Then for you I'll only be bad." 


| grabbed her arse with both hands, lining her up with my 
body and | let out a juddering groan as my cock pressed in 
against the back of her thighs. 


| spread her legs wide with a hand between her thighs and 
she whimpered, rocking back against me. 


Nothing in the world felt so right as sighting the swollen 
head of my cock against her welcoming pussy. She was 
already dripping wet, clenching and releasing with every 
heavy breath she drew in, more than ready for me, less than 
patient. 


But there was a nervousness there too, in the way she 
tensed and her breathing went tight and controlled as | lined 
myself fully up against her, starting to press in. She was 
tight - almost too tight for me to get in at all. Twin instincts 
warred inside me. The animal side wanted to take her rough 
and fast, but | knew she deserved more than that. A gentle 
touch because this was making love, not just fucking. 


She looked back over her shoulder, eyes questioning why I'd 
halted. 


"Maxim, please. | don't care if it hurts." 
| groaned. Right then | knew for certain. "You're a virgin." 


Her cheeks flooded pink with heat, and her jaw clenched as 
though I'd insulted her, eyes darkening with that fierceness | 
loved about her. "So what if | am?" 

| couldn't keep the grin off my face. My cock was twitching, 
leaking pre-cum in a sudden flood of excitement. 

No one else had touched her. | was going to be the only one 
and after this, | was never going to let her go. I'd be the only 
man she ever wanted. That, | was going to make sure of. 


| slid my hand down her flat stomach, letting my fingers part 
her thatch of pubic hair to find the bump of her clit again, 
and pulled her hips back onto me as | rocked harder in, 
holding the base of my cock tight. 


Her shoulders strained, head facing front again and she let 
out a startled gasp, mouth open, panting hard as | finally 
started to breach her. | leaned forward, my chest against her 
back so | could speak low against her ear. 

"That's the sexiest thing I've ever heard." 

Her breath huffed out of her on the edge of a laugh, and 
God, | loved the sound of her so happy. | could feel the 
rumble of it right through me and her pulse came through 
startlingly clear where her smooth, tight walls gripped onto 
my steely cock so tightly. 

"You're the only one I've ever wanted like this." she said. 
That was too much. A growl ripped out of my throat as | 
thrust, hilt deep inside her, forcing through her hymen, and 
her back arched on a stunted shout. Then she was pushing 
back against me to impale herself more firmly, arms 
trembling even as she did. 

"Steady, easy. We'll get there, darling." 


"Jesus, Maxim. Please." 


| didn't think | could fall more deeply for her, but every time 
she proved me wrong. How could | deny her when she was 
writhing on my cock, begging for more? 

She didn't want good. I'd promised her bad. 


With a low, frantic grunt, | pulled out long and slow and 
Snapped my hips in hard, conjuring another shouted-gasp as 
| buried myself inside her hilt-deep, hardly giving her time to 
acclimatise. | knew I hit her G-spot when she let out an 
entirely different kind of groan, all full of heat and need and 
want and her hands fisted in the sheets. 


| wanted her like this overwhelmed and gasping on all fours 
with me behind her, showing her just how animalistic we 
could be together. 


She moaned as | drew out again, shifting her hips back like 
she needed to keep me inside her, and the urge to drive her 
down against the mattress and pin her there so she had to 
take it, grew. 


| cupped her breasts one handed as | picked up the pace, 
fingers pinching her hardened nipples, and she rewarded me 
with another breathy moan. Under my touch she came alive, 
and | was going to make sure she felt like that for days. 


My other hand was occupied driving my thumb over and 
over the little button of her sex and the hardened little hood, 
and she bucked against my hand, whimpering and moaning. 


Elizabeth 


Every time he pushed in slow, every nerve ending cried out 
for more, every time he drew out all | wanted was him back 
inside me. Each millimeter slid into me, forcing me wide 
open with the girth of his cock brought pleasure I'd never 
known before. 


The initial pain had been worse than I'd thought it would be, 
but it became a distant, clouded memory once he started 
thrusting hard enough for me to feel him bottom out. | saw 
sparks. All the colours in the room brightened and 
everything went dark when he punched against that point 
inside me and every ounce of strength left in me vanished in 
an instant. 


| couldn't do anything other than beg. 
"Maxim - oh, God, more. Please." 


My whole body needed him in a way | hadn't thought 
possible, but instinct had my hips shifting back, rocking 
onto him all over again any time he tried to draw out. | 
couldn't have it. He needed to be deep inside me. Every 
shift he made had me struggling for breath, gasping and 
moaning, and God, why had nobody said it would be like 
this? 

He let out another growl when | followed his hips back again 
and his hand closed bruisingly around my hip. All of a 
sudden, his full weight was on me and | let him press me 
down against the bed. 

His hand left my breasts, nipples achingly hard and missing 
the attention, and he pulled me down, hands pinning me 
firmly. 

| glanced back, watching the way the muscles of his chest 
bunched and tightened, holding himself up as he drove in 
slow, forcing my legs to spread wider. 

"Oh God, I can feel every inch of you." 

Maxim growled. "It's all yours, babe." 

Each thrust bottomed out inside me, punching hard against 
my flesh, making me see stars. Everything went hazy and 
vague and it was a struggle to remember anything at all 
other than what his gorgeous cock was doing to me with 
every hard, fast thrust. 


| could hear myself making animal sounds and every one 
made Maxim thrust in harder until he was huffing like a bull. 
His chest was sweaty against my back and | couldn't tell 
whether it was coming from him or me. | didn't care. 

"I'm going to-" 

Maxim shifted urgently, his fingers dancing with a lack of 
coordination over my clit, hard enough to make me arch 
against him and hiss and swear. And then | felt him shudder, 
and the sudden, hard release of his balls flooding me with all 
his held back sperm drove me over the edge. | came even 
harder than | ever had before, gasping and shaking and 
clenching around him tightly, milking him of everything he 
had for me. 


CHAPTER 19 


Maxim 


| woke up the way | always do, around three in the morning. | 
rolled over to glance at the alarm clock, and propped my 
head on my arm to watch Elizabeth, curled there next to me 
in the dark. Seeing her chest rise and fall slowly calmed 
some of the antsiness inside me. 

| hadn't slept through the night in years. Here especially, | 
was always on alert. The slightest sound brought me out of 
sleep in an instant. | couldn't have said whether it was a 
hangup from my childhood in Russia, my time on 
deployment, or just a keen awareness of the debts | had 
stacked against me, and all the people out across the world 
who would have cause to settle them with my life if they 
found out who'd been carrying out Timoshenko's orders for 
years. 


| should have regretted bringing Elizabeth into this, but 
selfishly, | didn't. She belonged with me more than | could 
Say. 

It was the quiet of the place that got me, | knew that well 
enough. It was why | liked my cramped apartment by the rail 
tracks. The noise there only dulled completely for a few 
hours during the night. Trains shunted this way and that, 
moved to and from the sidings and the chug and hiss of 
engines pushing carriages and the spark and clattered clack 
of the wheels on the tracks moving slowly was as soothing to 
me as rainforest noises and birdsong. It meant | didn't flinch 
at every creak of the water pipes thinking it was a footstep 
on the landing, or someone scrabbling with the lock. 


With Elizabeth here, | was on hyper alert. She already had 
far too many bruises on her perfect body and | wasn't going 
to let anyone lay a hand on her ever again. 


Just because Sutherland was out of the picture, it didn't 
mean we were free. Until the book was cancelled, it would 
be assumed that there were other people who had the same 
information, other people who could tie the same names to 
the Russian President and call his dealings into question. 


If I'd been working clean up, Elizabeth would have been at 
the top of the list. 


Careful not to disturb her, | pushed the covers back, rolling 
out of bed slowly enough that the shift of my weight on the 
mattress didn't wake her. 


| had never felt what | felt for her. It made me think of all 
those times I'd looked at my fellow Russians pairing off with 
bemusement, wondering what it was they saw that made 
them change their minds about bringing family into this 
messy world we'd gotten ourselves into. | understood 
completely when | looked at Elizabeth lying there on the 
sheets. 


She was absolutely meant to be mine, just like | was meant 
to be hers, and there wasn't anything that could have kept 
me from having her by my side. Who knew that biology 
worked that way? I'd found my mate and | damn well knew 
it. 

Sure, it was chemistry, no doubt about it. But there was 
something deeper than the sparks. And | knew it was love 
right when it punched me in the gut and slapped me around 
the face the first time | laid eyes on her. The first time | saw 
her smile. It couldn't have been anything else. 


So | guess I'd bought into the cliche. True love. Fairy tale or 
not, this had to be it. Either that, or I'd finally gone mad. 

| padded my way into the living room, working the tension 
out of my shoulders that had grouped there over the course 


of the day and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. | picked up 
my laptop, and took it over to the desk by the window. 
Before | slumped down in the desk chair, | flipped the bolt 
and cracked it open to let in a small breeze and the dull 
sound of the odd car going past, taxis and buses ferrying 
people back in the orange glow of the city's street lights. 


| sifted through emails, pinging off a few lines of enquiry | 
needed Valentin to looked into and then gritted my teeth, 
and Googled Sutherland. | already knew he'd made the front 
page. 

Journalist about to reveal the names behind London's most 
expensive real estate goes missing weeks before his book Is 
set to be released. 


Rumours of his work being destroyed in a house fire. 
Publisher says: he's always been so protective of his 
sources, and we respected that. We never saw something 
like this coming. Right now, we're not sure we have enough 
to go to print at all. 


Critics say it's all one big publicity stunt, but as the hunt for 
the missing journalist and his step-daughter Elizabeth 
Harrington, who was last seen walking out of her final exam 
last Thursday, continues, suspicions have risen over this 
man, seen with her. The pair are believed to be working 
together. 


It's believed the unidentified male, who appears to be in his 
mid thirties, was also captured on CCTV footage outside 
Sutherland's Chelsea home just minutes before the fire. A 
man matching his description was also seen around the 
offices of his agent Sandra Charlton, before the arson attack 
gutted their home. 


"Pierce came to us because we're not one of the big guys. | 
think he thought that meant we'd be immune to any kind of 
pressure. We aim to represent writers and journalists who go 
after the truth. But in all the years we've been running, 


we've never had anything like this. It's horrible to think that 
this could have been a malicious attack, and | can only hope 
that wherever Pierce and Elizabeth are now, they come back 
safely." 

Police are asking for anyone who knows this man to step 
forward, and urge the man to get in touch so they can rule 
him out of their enquiries. 

| grimaced and rubbed a hand through my beard. Shaving 
didn't appeal to me, given the way Elizabeth seemed to like 
the rough scratch of it against her skin, but it would grow 
back and | reckoned she'd like me without it a lot better 
than as an inmate of HMP Pentonville. 

| looked up when I heard a noise, and my smile rose as 
Elizabeth squinted blearily at me. 

Her hair was standing up at odd angles and she looked like 
some kind of street urchin. That shouldn't have made my 
cock stir, but it did. 

"What time is it?" 

“Late. Early." 

"What's going on?" 

“Nothing, darling. | couldn't sleep." 

“Come back to bed, Max." 

| closed the lid of the laptop and walked over to her 
scooping her up into my arms. She let out a giggled shout 
that she barely muffled against my shoulder as | hoisted her 
legs up, Princess style. 

Her eyes were dark and wide, watching me quietly when | 
set her down on the bed, and she reached out to trace the 
scars along my side, nestling her fingers and thumb into the 
bullet holes along my side. 

Last night, | hadn't given her much opportunity to explore. 


"What happened?" 


| let out a slow breath, and reached to stop her hand. | 
kissed the inside of her wrist, knowing it was an excuse to 
still her questing fingers. | had the same urge to explore her 
body, to trail my fingers over the edges of the bruises that 
lined her ribs, but | knew instinctively she'd push me off. 


She saw them as evidence of her weakness. | saw them as 
markers of her strength. Maybe it was the same for her when 
she touched my scars. 


"Wrong place, wrong time." 

"Max..." 

"Sweetheart, it's not a pretty story. No heroics involved." 
"| don't care. | want to hear it." 


| gritted my teeth, and shook my head. There were shadows 
I'd been keeping at bay for a long time and | didn't want to 
let them out. | came out of the army unscathed. | went into it 
a different way. These marks stretched back to boyhood. 
Back to Russia. | had the Bratva to thank for getting me and 
my family out, untangled from a family in St Petersburg who 
thought it was their right to take our home, just because 
they liked it. | would always have a debt to repay for that. 
"Let's just say | owe the Bratva my life. The world is a 
complicated place, but Russia, when | was growing up, it was 
simple. Certain men, they wanted something, they took it." 
"What did they want?" 

“Our house." They'd come in the night. Guns and fire against 
the snow. It should have deterred me from the life | fell into, 
but it only made me hungry for revenge, even as a boy. 
Maybe that was why I understood the drive Elizabeth had. 
Her eyes widened. "Who took it?" 

"Someone who's long dead. It doesn't matter now." 

She settled in against my chest, lying back, letting me 
stroke along her side, fingers smoothing over the bumps of 
her ribs and her flawless, warm skin. | never wanted 


anything to mar it and | would spend the rest of my days 
making sure no one got the chance to try. 

"You should get it back," she said softly, voice drifting close 
to sleep. 

"What?" 

"Your house, in Russia. You should get it back." 

| let out a lazy huff of a laugh, lying back as | felt her 


breathing slow, staring blankly at the ceiling. | should get it 


back. Maybe I would. St Petersburg was a place I'd love to 
show her. 


CHAPTER 20 


Maxim 


Elizabeth levered up on her elbows, blinking at me blearily 
from the bed as I pulled my jeans on and ducked into a 
clean t-shirt that | pulled out of my drawer. 

| leaned over to kiss her. "Make yourself at home, I'll be right 
back." 

"Where are you going?" 

“Nothing in here to eat, sweetheart. I'm going hunter- 
gathering." 

Elizabeth snorted a laugh and shook her head. "I don't think 
it counts as hunter-gathering when you really mean going to 
Waitrose." 


"The cheek of it. See, | was going to pick you up a coffee, 
now | don't know." 


"You better. You wouldn't like me when I'm hangry." 


| let out a grumble as | forced myself away from the bed, out 
into the hall, where | pocketed my wallet and keys and 
shrugged into my jacket. 

It was the perfect morning. The sun was peeking out from 
between the clouds, and everything felt fresh and clean 
from the rain that must have come in the night sometime 
when we were sleeping, or maybe before that, when | was 
making Elizabeth mine. 


| felt brand new. Strolling down the street, | could have been 
anyone. | wasn't just part of the Bratva when | was with her. 
But | didn't have to hide that part of myself off either. It was 
intoxicating, knowing that she knew exactly what | was, and 
wanted the whole package. 


I'd always assumed having a woman close to me, starting a 
family, would mean I'd need to leave it all behind, or keep 
secrets in a way | never wanted to. | always told colleagues 
and friends that there was no way | was ever settling down. 
No one would fit into my life, at least no one | wanted. But 
that wasn't true any longer. Elizabeth changed everything. 


Being on the alert came naturally to me after so many years, 
and | identified the two men tailing me when | turned onto 
Brompton Road. Hair cuts were too regulated, too Russian. 
They had FSB written all over them from their hulking 
awkwardness in off-the-rack suits, to the way they stalked 
along the pavement, too militarised in their movements, too 
obviously aware of their surroundings. They walked the 
Same way they did when they had on full body armour, in 
the middle of Moscow, carrying Pecheneg machine guns just 
to let the public know they were armed. 


From the badly hidden bulges at holster level on the jackets 
of both men, | figured they had been downgraded to the 
standard Glock 17’s today. If you knew what to look for, all 
that spelled out Alpha Unit. And | did know what to look for. 


They stuck out to me as clearly as if they'd been dressed in 
dayglo. The last thing | wanted was to disrupt my plans to 
figure out why they were sniffing around me. Elizabeth was 
naked in my bed. Not even the FSB was going to keep me 
from getting back home to her. 


| ducked into Harrods, picking up my pace to power walk 
through the departments, zig zagging through outdoor 
wear, then walking into a cloud of perfume as | excused 
myself through groups of elegant Arab women, wearing 
expensive Hijabs, and middle-aged French grand dames, in 
flawless, tasteful smock dresses with matching pastel 
jackets and pearls, examining the makeup. 

| doubled back through the jewellery section, pretending to 
glance at a case of watches, while keeping my eyes on the 
first of the muscled pair through the glass of the display. | 


watched as he stalked through designer outlets that touted 
luggage for all occasions amid the smell of expensive, 
supple leather. 


Whatever this approach was, | didn't want it. My links were 
with Timoshenko and Valentin directly. | didn't deal in any of 
the politics. | didn't have the patience for it. The last thing | 
wanted was any kind of accord with the official security 
services. Doing that made it all the more likely I'd be pinned 
up aS a Scapegoat whenever their plans bungled. 

| didn't trust organisations like that. Hadn't since | left the 
army. At least the Bratva was honest about its motivations. 
There was a code, and we all lived by it. Politics was too 
changeable for my liking. 


Given this attempt at surveillance, | had every confidence 
that those plans would be bungled, and | wanted nothing to 
do with it. 


The food hall was always the busiest area of the store, 
whatever the time of day, and | squeezed through crowds of 
tourists taking pictures of perfect trays of baklava and 
mounds of hand crafted chocolates, pushing through to the 
grocery section of the store. | strolled along the refrigerated 
section and pretended to consider mineral water from Fiji 
while | figured out whether I'd given the pair the slip. 


Around the corner, tasting bars with marble counter tops 
and bar stools offered everything from sushi to charcuterie 
in the opulent gilded surrounds that was the perfect London 
department store, thanks to Mohammed Al-Fayed and now 
the state of Qatar. It wasn't only us Russians buying up the 
best business opportunities across the globe. 


And my two friends were ducking between the fish counter 
and the butcher, scanning around for me, while | calmly 
turned and walked back the way I'd come, stopping in on 
the street-facing cafe on my way out. 


| ordered coffees and pastries to take away with one eye on 
my surroundings and paid on the company debit card 
Valentin had arranged through our money man, along with 
my secure identity. No need to tie my movements to my real 
name when everything was a little too out of control for my 
liking. 

Elizabeth had just come out of the shower when | walked 
back in, and she wrapped herself into one of my shirts with 
all of the long-legged grace of supermodels everywhere, still 
towelling at her hair. 

| swallowed as | watched her take out a clean pair of my 
boxer briefs and slip them on over her hips. 

"Christ, you're going to need to put more clothes on than 
that if you plan on me letting you leave the bed today." 

"You say that like it would be a bad thing." She grinned at 
me as | stood there dumbly in front of her. She did make a 
good point. 

"What were your plans for today, besides me, anyway?" She 
plucked the paper bag out of my hands, and liberated one of 
the coffees from the cardboard tray, taking both back to the 
bedroom with her. 

"Dismembering your stepfather, actually." 

She looked up from peeking inside the pastry back and then 
took out an almond croissant, flicking away a layer of icing 
with barely any pause. "Harrods. How fancy." 

She took a large bite and | rocked back on my heels, curious 
to see whether she was going to address what I'd told her at 
all. She took her time chewing and | watched her swallow 
and wet her lips. 

"| thought we'd be tracking down that storage locker of his." 
| tilted my head, one shoulder rising up in a half shrug. 
"Clean up as you go is always the best policy. In the kitchen, 
and in life." 


"Where did you put him? | thought the fire was to take care 
of that." 


"Only amateurs think a house fire reliably burns hot enough 
to get rid of a corpse. No sense risking the forensic team 
getting curious about bullet holes." 


She took a small sip of her coffee through the plastic lid, and 
then peeled it off the top of the cup. "Hm. You learn 
something new every day. Did you bring any sugar?" 

| fished in my back pocket and pulled out a couple of paper 
sticks of demerara, which I tossed over to her along with a 
wooden coffee stirrer. 


"You're an angel." 
"Only for you." 


She met my eyes, teeth worrying her lower lip, probably to 
hide her smile. Even though it didn't work. "Good. | like it 
that way around." She set the cup down once she'd stirred 
the sugar in, and set to work dismantling the croissant, 
pulling the pastry apart before she ate it. 


| sat down on the edge of the mattress next to her and 
leaned in to give her a coffee flavoured kiss. "Do you want to 
come with me?" 


Her brow wrinkled and she looked down at the sugar-dusted 
paper bag. "Honestly, Maxim. | never want to see the 
bastard again for as long as | live even if all that's left of him 
is bones." 

| nodded shortly. "When I'm done with him there won't be 
anything left to see." 


CHAPTER 21 


Maxim 


Valentin had hackers access Sutherland's email account and 
go through every deleted file. It took two days for them to 
send me the restored PDF receipt that Elizabeth had seen on 
the computer in his study right before she killed him. 

The pen drive she'd gone in with only had a partial 
download of his system on it. They were still ploughing 
through the contents to find anything useful. 


In the meantime, we had something to go on at least. 


The left luggage section of St Pancras station was bustling 
and busy and the staff hadn't paid any notice to us when we 
walked in. We'd scanned down the rows of lockers, looking 
for the number on the keyfob. 


And realised the key was never going to fit. The locker we 
needed wasn't in the station. 


Elizabeth looked despondent when | glanced back at her 
with a weary grimace. 


The disappointment with the locker should have meant more 
to me than to her, but she was taking it to heart as though 
she had a stake in all this that went deeper than wanting 
Sutherland dead. For her, it had never been about stopping 
the unmasking of the shell companies that acted as a 
vehicle for the Bratva's funds. 

"Come on." 

| took her hand and lead her through the red brick arches to 
the side of the station that stretched up tall above us, 
windows on the level above even taller, like some great 
cathedral to steam. 


The St Pancras Hotel occupied one end of the station's 
Victorian splendour and the Booking Hall was now a bar and 
restaurant. Higher up on the modern, glass balcony there 
was a terrace of tables overlooking the magnificent arch of 
the glass and steel roof curved over the tracks, giving the 
pigeons premier addresses, high above the bustle of the 
station. The Eurostar terminal was across the other side, the 
gateway to the Continent. 


In the middle of the week, past lunchtime, it was deserted. A 
rare thing for London. 


But | wanted the intimacy of being tucked into a corner with 
her, the space of the leather seats and old world brass 
fittings on the bar of the Booking Hall bar hemming us in. 
Victorian opulence paired with clean modern lines, dark 
wood and moody leather. It suited us better to be here, in 
the shadows. 


| watched her slide into the seat across from me at the table 
the waiter showed us to with more poise that | thought it 
was possible to embody in an oversized t-shirt with no bra 
underneath. | shifted, adjusting myself what | thought was 
discreetly beneath the table top as the thought of her naked 
inside my t-shirt made me harden. | couldn't have been that 
subtle, because her brow arched up as she picked up the 
menu. 


"Alright there, Maxim?" 


I'd watched her pull that bloody t-shirt out of my closet and 
knot it around her waist this morning, rolling up the sleeves 
so it all looked intentional. A tank top, oversized, 
devastatingly cool over her high waisted jeans. | knew then 
she could have styled a black bag. In my line of work, the 
kind of presence she could embody was worth a thousand 
hours of experience. Maybe | was biasd, but every inch of 
Elizabeth was pure sex appeal. 


| wasn't entirely sure she should be let out on the streets on 
her own ever again. | certainly didn't want her to. 


| could picture her working her way into any setting. In the 
right outfit, she could Breakfast at Tiffany's her way in 
anywhere. And she wouldn't have to do more than smile 
alluringly, with that twinkle in her eye. God knew | wouldn't 
let anyone touch her. But she could make any number of 
men think she'd let them, to get ahold of whatever they 
knew. 


She could be the perfect asset for the Bratva as well as the 
perfect wife for me. If | was bringing her into this, there was 
no way | was doing it without laying down my claim right 
from the beginning. No way was | letting her stride into the 
midst of my Russian colleagues, half of whom were a hairs 
breadth away from being Tartars, and they thought anything 
that they wanted was theirs for the taking. Well no one was 
getting Elizabeth, except me. 


"Champagne, please. Tattinger. Blanc de Blanc. Bring the 
bottle." 


"And fish and chips, please." 


| grinned at her order. Scanning down the menu, she could 
have chosen anything from oysters to sirloin steak. It wasn't 
that kind of day. "For both of us," | confirmed, doubling the 
order and handing back the menu. 


The waiter bobbed and smiled and exited, trained in the art 
of being as unobtrusive as the standard English toff likes his 
waiters to be. Seen and not heard, unless addressed directly, 
in which case an appropriate level of instant camaraderie is 
to be expected and only genuine warmth will do. 


When we were alone again, Elizabeth tilted her head, eyes 
narrowing slightly as she leaned back in her seat, folding her 
arms over her chest. "What are we celebrating, the locker's a 
bust?" 


| shifted in towards her, leaning my elbows on the table top 
and it tilted dramatically under my weight. "Us. You. 
Freedom from Sutherland." 


Beneath the table she stretched her leg out long, to rub our 
calves together, and she folded her arms neatly onto the 
table top, shifting her plate and cutlery an inch forward to 
mirror me without causing a dinning wear related incident. 
"Us?" 

Her eyes held mine, and | could see the sharpness in them. 
She was ready to defend herself, to guard her heart if she 
had to. But | would never hurt her. 


"Us," | repeated, voice solid and unshakable. She had to 
hear the truth in my voice. "I've wanted you since the first 
time | saw you. That makes this worth a celebration." 

She laughed, smile glinting. "Let me get this straight, we're 
toasting me becoming a notch on your bedpost?" 

My nose scrunched up sharply. | hated that she'd even joke 
about that, but | held my tongue as the waiter reappeared 
with and ice bucket and two glasses, along with the bottle. | 
clenched my fist as he set to fiddling with the foil, the wire 
cage, the cork. How long did it take a man to opena 
freaking bottle? 

"Just leave it. I'll do it. Thank you." 

"Very good, sir." 

"That's not what | meant at all Elizabeth." 

Elizabeth shook her head, smile still gleaming. She knew, | 
could tell that, but she wanted to hear me say it, and there 
was no way on this earth that | wasn't going to. "Isn't it?" 
"No." 

| popped the cork and poured, watching the dense fizz rise 
up the sides and | plunged the thick, heavy bottle back into 
the ice before | handed Elizabeth a glass. 


"We're toasting the future. The pair of us together, working 
side by side." 

"Just working?" 

"Not just working." 


| smiled. I'd thought about saying this so many ways. I'd 
stayed awake going over and over what it would be like to 
finally tell her | wanted her, that | was serious about us 
being together, whatever it took. "I know it's still new to you, 
but | don't know what my life would be without you in it. | 
don't want to go back to not having you right by my side." 


Infuriatingly, Elizabeth's face was nearly impossible to read. 
She was hiding behind her thin glass, and she took a sip 
calculated just so she didn't have to say anything 
immediately. 

Like | always knew, she was a clever one. And | loved her for 
it. 

The waiter appeared again, setting down our plates. 
Elizabeth looked immensely pleased with the large piece of 
battered cod on her plate, and plucked one of the fat, 
steaming chips from her plate to dunk in the dish of tartar 
sauce, her other hand shielding her mouth as she slipped it 
in between her lips. 


“Thank you so much." 

Her smile stayed until the waiter left again, and then she 
leaned in. 

"Are you asking me to stay with you, Max?" 

"I'm not asking. It's non-negotiable." 

She laughed again, softly, but she reached out across the 
table to curl her fingers into mine. 

"If | stay with you, it has to be because | want to, not 
because | have to." 

"I agree. You should absolutely want to. | can think of a few 
ways to make that happen." 


Elizabeth looked down at her glass, her fingers circled 
around the thin stem of it, playing the lady we both knew 
she wasn't really, underneath the sheen. "Oh really? Maxim, 
| don't have anything of my own right now. | literally have 
the clothes on my back. You burned most of them, and 
ripped the rest." 


| couldn't wipe the smile off my face. "You say that like it's a 
bad thing. | suppose | did, didn't I?" 

She nodded, and wet her lips, picking up another chip 
between her fingers. 

"I walked away from my job. | have nowhere to stay if you 
kick me out. Nothing's coming to me from Sutherland's will, 
even if he is ruled dead without a body showing up. I'm not 
a strong enough fighter to go on the circuit, and that's off 
the table now they're out looking for me." 

"I know." 

"I don't think you really do. | was geared up for some kind of 
legal battle. | was prepared to go to prison for ending him." 
"You going to prison would have been a waste, sweetheart. 
You've got far too much talent for that. It wouldn't be best 
cultivated in the women's prisons." 

"So what am | supposed to do, Max? You've waltzed in and 
turned everything upside down. What happens when we're 
doing tracking down treasure clues and you're onto the next 
job?" 

"You work with me. | get you on the books, bringing in your 
own money. You'd be... a kind of apprentice." 

Elizabeth's finger trailed slowly down the condensation on 
the side of her glass. From the way the fight in her stalled, | 
didn't think she'd been expecting that. "An apprentice?" 

| nodded. "Teach you what | know. | think you've got natural 
flare." 


"For... killing?" 


| grimaced slightly, glancing over my shoulder to check no 
one was within listening distance and | cleared my throat. 
"Liz, we don't talk about things like that." 


She tilted her head. "I'm terribly sorry, Maxim, what am | 
supposed to say?" 


"It's called wet work." 
"Wet work. Okay. You think | have a talent for wet work?" 


My brows forged together. "I think you could have. | think it's 
not something to get into lightly. But you wouldn't have to, 
if you didn't want to. | have a reputation as a very serious 
man. It's enough to cover both of us. A team is always more 
effective than an individual when it comes to 
reconnaissance, and the information trade. | could use you. 
Wire you up. Get you close to people." 

"A honey trap." 


| see-sawed my head. | could tell she wasn't thrilled about 
the idea. "You'd be good at it. But no, you'd be more than 
that. They'd be your leads as much as mine. We'd bring 
everything in together." 


"So, you're going to teach me to be a spy?" 


| gritted my teeth again, sparing another look across the 
restaurant floor. "Darling, please." 

She rolled her eyes. "Nobody here is going to think you're 
serious. We're drinking champagne and eating over-priced 
fish chips in the middle of the day like we have nowhere to 
be but right here with each other. We don't look like we're 
up to no good, except when you keep looking shifty." 


She had a point. | should have realised as much myself, 
except when it came to her | was on hyper alert. 

"Then yes, | plan to teach you to be a spy." 

Her smile warmed her entire face and she took a long swig of 
her £250 champagne. "I knew there was a reason | liked 
you." 


"Just the one?" 

“Hmm maybe more than one." 

She reached across the table, and hooked a finger into the 
collar of my shirt. | let her pull me towards her across the 
table and kissed her solidly enough to give her something to 
think about. It was certainly going to be on my mind all day, 
until we got somewhere with some more privacy. 

She let out a sigh against my lips as she let me go. " You 
really want to do this?" 

"| definitely want to do this. I think I'm the one who should 
be asking you that. | am the guy who's been stalking you for 
the past month." 

Her eyes glowed and she bit her lip, looking down at the 
table, as though maybe she had some bashfulness 
somewhere in her. | knew for a fact that wasn't true. 

"You do make a very good stalker. | wouldn't have wanted to 
be stalked by anybody else." 


"I should damn well hope not." 


CHAPTER 22 


Elizabeth 


Left to my own devices for the morning with the credit card 
Maxim had left behind in my possession, | took it upon 
myself to make a trip to Sloane Square. 

| didn't even have underwear, let alone workout gear. 
Shopping was a necessary evil, given he'd set fire to my 
house. | couldn't borrow Maxim's t-shirts forever. As 
appealing as that thought was, on a certain level. 

Cassie would have beaten me around the head to get some 
sense back into me if she knew | was even vaguely 
considering a future existing mostly naked, in and out of his 
bedroom. 

But no one was going to take me seriously in my own right if 
| permanently looked like I'd crawled out of his bed. | wasn't 
some kind of crack whore, and he wasn't some kind of pimp. 
| wanted people to see us together, side by side, and think 
that we made sense. 

For that, | needed to dress the part. And | hadn't really had 
the funds to do that since Mum was alive, when we used to 
go shopping together. Some kind of stupid sentimentality 
had made me call Cassie and so | was standing outside Peter 
Jones, trying to look like | wasn't loitering, waiting for her to 
arrive. 

"Sorry pet, bus took ages." She gave me a quick once over. 
"You weren't joking about this being an emergency, were 
you?" 

"Max didn't exactly have a whole load of stuff in size eight 
just lying around." 


Cassie laughed, shaking her head. "Come on then. Let me 
supervise this shopping spree." 


Replacing everything | owned felt like too much, but Cassie 
talked a great deal of sense when it came to picking things 
out. She went for quality where it mattered and decent 
basics where it mattered less. 


"If he cared about the amount, he'd have set you a limit. The 
card doesn't even have his name on it Elizabeth, for crying 
out loud. Live a little. When are you ever going to get this 
chance again. If you don't take advantage, | bleeding well 
will." 


| picked up some workout gear first, going for the expensive 
leggings and matching sports bra set that usually | would 
have avoided out of sheer frugality. Today, Lululemon it was. 


Cassie rolled her eyes. "Right, wonderful. You're all sorted for 
going to the gym and punching everyone's lights out. What 
about the rest? Love you to pieces Elizabeth, but my shift 
starts in three hours and so far all you've picked up is lycra." 


"Fine. Okay! Let's go and look at some other things too." 


| shouldn't have felt bad picking things off the rack just 
because | liked them, but | found I kept putting things back, 
not wanting to go overboard. Until Cassie took me by the 
shoulders. "Look at me. If | was you, | wouldn't feel the need 
to be budget conscious. The guy's just destroyed your family 
home and everything you owned. It's only right for him and 
his to comp at least some of this. It's not like you can run off 
to the insurance company, is it?" 


| rolled my eyes, but | had to agree and the sense of vague 
guilt lessened when I stopped looking at the price tags on 
everything. | didn't need to think about how many hours at 
the hotel that would cost me, or what Maxim was going to 
ask in return. He wasn't that kind of guy. | knew there was no 
sense of me owing him anything at all for this. If anything, 


he was levelling the field again. He wasn't trying to buy me, 
just paying me back. 

His name wasn't even on the card and | had a strong 
suspicion that money was a fluid concept to the Bratva. | 
only hoped this wasn't some kind of deal with the devil, 
where if they owned the clothes on my back they got to 
keep my soul. At least, only if they had Maxim's soul too. | 
wanted to be with him, and | needed them to see I could be 
just like him rather than some kind of threat to be contained 
and controlled. 


The only reason | trusted them, was because | trusted 
Maxim, and as many times as he told me that was one and 
the same, | didn't really believe him. 


We shopped eclectically along Kings Road. Dipping into 
chain stores, brands and high street, as well as the charity 
shop down the end, away from the Saatchi Gallery, that 
stocked solely designer goods, until | had a wardrobe that 
made me look innocuous enough. Not too trendy, not too 
conservative. Smart but not too smart. 


| couldn't resist a butter-soft navy leather jacket from 
Massimo Dutti that made everything else look just that little 
bit cooler. Or a pair of kickass boots. It wasn't every day | 
was handed a card without a limit. | thought | was pretty 
bloody restrained. 


In Ghost, Cassie talked me into buying a long, elegant 
evening dress, silky and sleek. "Come on, you've got to have 
it Elizabeth. | would if | had your figure. You'll look like Kiera 
Knightly in that film where she ruins that dress in the 
fountain. You know the one I'm talking about, with that 
scene in the library of that big posh house. | bet your fella 
wouldn't call it a waste of money." 

| looked at myself in the mirror, admiring the way it hung off 
me. She was right, it really made me feel like | was stepping 
out onto the red carpet, and | knew it would make Maxim 


come right in his pants. | smoothed my hands over the silk 
Skirt, wobbling a little on the excessively high heels the 
shop assistant had let me borrow to try it on. She was 
standing a little out of the way and she smiled at me when | 
caught her eye in the mirror. 


"You do look very good in it. | always think that gold's such a 
risk, but it works so well on you." 


| couldn't say no to the pair of them. It was ridiculous. Maybe 
| was such a pushover because | kind of hoped I'd get the 
chance to go to at least one of the swanky parties I'd seen 
Maxim at, in those pictures I'd found online. And this would 
be just perfect for it. 


Espionage was meant to be glamorous when it wasn't all 
about staying hidden. Or at least, it looked that way in the 
movies. | wasn't about to let myself get shortchanged, or 
upstage a man who looked like he'd been born knowing how 
to fit in and play a part. 

| thought he might enjoy it nearly as much as me. 


Rigby and Peller wasn't a shop I'd been into before, but 
Cassie said it was a must, and | let the shop assistant guide 
me through the silk and lace, plunge lines and padding 
while Cassie took herself off to browse at the other end of 
the store. 


"No offence pet, but I'm not helping you pick out your 
bedroom clothes." 


"No argument from me there, Cass." 


The things | picked out were sexy and | came out with a bra 
in a rich dark green satin and black eyelash lace, with 
matching french knickers that had lace all over the crotch 
and made me feel like some kind of burlesque dancer, | 
wanted Maxim to see me in them, and take them off slow. 
But no way did | want anyone else with that image in their 
heads, especially not my boss, even if Cassie was more like 
an aunt to me. 


Hopefully Maxim would manage without ripping through 
them with his teeth, because | didn't think the Bratva were 
going to make an underwear allowance a part of my regular 
payment. Especially not while | was only training. And this 
was the most expensive bra I'd ever seen in my life. 


Maxim 


While Elizabeth was out | told Valentin about our failure with 
the left luggage lockers over Skype. Knowing him as well as | 
did meant | saw the flicker of irritation in his eyes, but a 
stranger wouldn't have. The man was remarkably cool and 
always had been. 


He leaned forward, steepling his fingers together as he 
focused in on the screen. "Show me the key again." 


Dutifully, | dangled the neat fob in front of him and he let 
out a slow, ponderous breath. 


"This is a needle in a haystack, Valentin. It's a waste of our 
time. The man's dead and | need to focus on his publicity 
agent. She's in charge of when the manuscript hits the 
publisher, which means she has to have a copy." 


"I understand that. You need to do both." My handler's eyes 
darkened in a way that | recognised meant he was distinctly 
unamused. "We need his notes, Maxim. | am not going back 
to the Kremlin without one hundred percent assurance that 
those names are not going to get out." 

"You tell me where to look then. Am I going to go to every 
single locker in the whole of London?" 

Valentin scowled. "You better think of something, Maxim. If 
you've fucked this up because of a woman, I'm not going to 
be able to protect you." 

| gritted my teeth. That wasn't reassuring, but it was exactly 
what I'd have been telling anybody else who'd done 


something as stupid. Saving Elizabeth had been the only 
thing | cared about, but if I'd done it at the expense of the 
job that needed doing, then we were all screwed. 

But | didn't care. The animal side of me said she was the 
only thing that mattered and I'd take on anyone who said 
otherwise. 

"| need a training budget." It was a struggle to stop myself 
from growling, to keep myself inline, but the primal side of 
me wasn't going to let Valentin get away with a single word 
against her, even though he was my boss. 

Valentin blinked pointedly and leaned forward. "I don't 
understand, Maxim." 

"I have an apprentice. | need a training budget." 

"You've always worked alone. Who is this person? We will 
need to have them vetted." 

"She's fine." 

Valentin sat back heavily in his seat, hands falling weightily 
onto his knees. "She? Oh now | see." 

"I don't think you do. She's shown real promise. She's a 
natural." 

"Elizabeth Harrington? She's the reason you're in this mess, 
chasing your tail." 

"How did you-?" 

"Who else would it be? You're married to your work, Maxim, 
she's the only woman you've looked at in months. How do 
you know she's not a liability?" 


"She was the one who killed Sutherland." 


"Before we needed him dead. That's called a fuck up, in my 
book." 


"I should have stopped the situation developing. But, my 
point is, she could do it again." 


"You want to make a murderer out of her?" 


"She is a murderer." 


Valentin shrugged. "One doesn't make a pattern. Doesn't 
make a committed criminal." 


"She wants to learn the craft." 
"You want to keep her with you." 


| gritted my teeth. "Is there a place for her, or not? | want 
you to give Elizabeth a shot." 


"You're serious?" Valentin was staring at me like I'd gone 
crazy and | could see the irritation building in his features. 
"She's the stepdaughter of the man you were supposed to 
prevent from exposing our financial entanglements. She 
doesn't get to join the team because you've decided to fuck 
her." 


| growled. "Good luck getting anyone to finish this off 
without her. You give her a trial, or you don't get this done." 


"You're threatening me now?" Valentin laughed, and | nearly 
put my fist through the screen of the laptop. "Toropov the 
Torpedo has finally fallen for someone. My God, the world is 
ending. This isn't some kind of sports club, Maxim. We don't 
do trial periods." 


"I'll be accountable. If it's a mistake, I'll take care of it." 


"You'll take care of it? You're telling me you'll tidy her up if it 
doesn't work out?" 


"That's what I'm saying." | had complete faith in her. Our 
connection was more powerful than anything I'd felt in my 
life and she wasn't going to walk away from it. The Bratva 
was my life, so the Bratva was going to be hers. | knew she 
already embraced that. "She needs a passport, a new name. 
To get out of here without any questions asked. You need her 
to get what we're after. It's a simple business exchange 
mate, don't make it more complicated than it is." 


Valentin shook his head, showing me his teeth in an animal 
glare. "You don't push me about Maxim. That's not how this 


relationship works." 


"Then don't make me. You know how loyal | am. This is what 
I'm asking for." 

He shook his head again, but | watched Valentin pull out his 
phone and put a call through. When they picked up, he 
rattled off something in quick-fire Russian that | was too 
rusty to pick out. He ended the call just as abruptly as it had 
started. 

Valentin let out a sigh. "I don't understand you, my friend. 
You want to bring her into this like that, then it's on your 
head. When she has a track record, we can talk. | won't 
object to you bringing her to work with you, as long as she 
doesn't cause problems." 


"She won't." 
"| hope not, for her sake." 
"The training allowance?" 


Valentin shrugged. "What of it? You Know our assets are at 
your disposal, as long as you get done what we require. It's 
always been this way, no?" 


| nodded. It was true. | was allowed free rein, without having 
to justify my expenses. The accommodation | needed were 
always there, as long as | specified my requirements. No 
questions were asked, receipts were not required. 

"| wanted to be clear, so there would be no question of me 
taking what isn't mine." 


"Maxim, we appreciate your honesty. As always, the money 
we deposit is yours to use however you see fit. Employ her, if 
that's what you want to do. Personally, I'd marry her instead. 
But that's just me." 

| gritted my teeth to stop the growl from rising in my throat. 
There was nothing | wanted more. | didn't need him 
suggesting it like it hadn't occurred to me. She deserved 


everything, and | planned to give it to her. "It needs to be 
right. She has to make the choice." 

Valentin frowned as though the idea was a slightly foreign 
concept. That didn't surprise me. Not many people argued 
with Valentin Rozhkov if they knew what was good for them. 
"She already did, didn't she? Otherwise she wouldn't be with 
you, she'd be a hundred miles away, trying to disappear." 
That was something | hadn't dared put into words. But 
maybe Valentin was right. 

"She needs new papers," | said, instead of letting myself get 
drawn in. 

“Russian citizenship?" 

"Of course. She's with us. There is no other way." 

Valentin tilted his head on a smile I couldn't read. "As you 
wish. | am looking forward to meeting this Ms Harrington. 
Leave the paperwork to me. Of course I'd like to know 
exactly who we're welcoming into the fold. Timoshenko will 
expect that." 

"Of course." 

Valentin nodded, short and unimpressed. "Then, | will set up 
another call. We will see how it goes." 

"Thank you Valentin." 


"You have balls Maxim, to ask this. I'll give you that." 


CHAPTER 23 


Maxim 


The offices of Charlton and Taylor were down a little back 
street in Soho. It was very London chic, wedged in between 
brightly coloured shopfronts and other boutique media 
agencies that the run of the mill tourist would never expect 
to find here, and only a handful of Londoners would ever 
think contained serious office space. 


Real estate was costly, and highly sought after. Not a single 
place was left vacant for longer than five minutes. It had 
been problematic to secure a surveillance position. 


What I'd been left with was an arrangement with a cafe 
three doors down where | could sit in their window with my 
laptop for as long as | wanted. But that was barely adequate. 
| needed eyes on the office space, and | didn't have that. 


Which was why I was taping a wire to Elizabeth's bare 
stomach, threading it carefully along the line of her sternum 
and taping the microphone to her, where the rustle of her 
clothing wouldn't cause too much static. 


She had the most determined stare and it was impossible to 
read what she was thinking as | skimmed my hand up over 
her, pressing down the adhesive tape firmly. | had to secure 
the transmitter and the battery box powering the whole set 
up, but thankfully, technology had moved on so that the 
components themselves were tiny. When she pulled her top 
back on, | took a long, critical minute to ascertain whether 
the wire was visible, and | couldn't help but notice the 
hardness of her nipples beneath the thin cotton of her 
blouse. 


She'd indulged me. Dressing up more than she usually 
would to make sure she blended in with the fashionably 
dressed staff. In a boutique place like that, | knew the value 
that could come with leaning into her Chelsea credentials. 


| pinned a badge onto her blouse and checked the screen of 
my monitor to make sure the picture was following through. 


"So, you want me to ask for a Summer job?" 


"That's your way in. Lay it on thick about being inspired by 
her and not knowing what you want to do, and being 
fascinated by the whole process. Then | want you to ask her 
about Pierce's book. Hopefully she'll let something useful 
Slip, because you're his family and you've flattered her 
enough." 


| clicked another button on the screen, more to distract 
myself from the fact that | was sending her in when I should 
have been going myself. It wasn't remotely dangerous. But | 
hated using her. Like that, anyway. 

| had to grit my teeth to stop myself from letting my hands 
explore. When this was over, | was going to touch her in 
ways she couldn't imagine. | was going to take her on every 
single surface | could find, until the only word she could 
remember was my name, and she knew what it felt like to be 
worshipped. 


That was what she deserved, and thoughts of all the ways | 
was going to claim her had been torturing me through 
sleepless nights for weeks. | had so many fantasies to fulfil 
now that there was nothing holding me back. 


Elizabeth 


His hand grazed the curve of my breast and | tried to stifle 
my gasp at the rush of heat it shot through me. 
Embarrassment at my own reaction only grew when | 


realised my cheeks were so hot they had to be glowing. 
What kind of inexperienced idiot got completely flustered by 
something like this? 


| watched his hands as he held the wire in place, and 
smoothed small square tabs of tape onto my skin almost too 
carefully for me to bear. He was being so professional and all 
| wanted was for him to touch me properly. | wanted him to 
cup my breasts and suck my aching nipples and let his 
tongue trail the path of the wire he was taping to my skin. 


The solid tent at his crotch as he wired me up was pretty 
solid proof that he was getting just as wound up. | knew he'd 
spent weeks watching me from the other side of the street, 
and a large part of me loved the idea of that. Now that he 
wasn't a stranger, the thought of him wanting me all this 
time, being unable to do anything about it was sexy as hell. 


And | loved that right now, in some small way, we were 
recreating that. 


The only thing that could have been better would have been 
having an earpiece in so | could hear everything he wanted 
to say. But Max had vetoed that. Sandra wasn't going to take 
me seriously if | walked in with a bluetooth headset and 
didn't take it off. 


"You don't need me to tell you what to do." 


Maybe | didn't, but | kind of wanted him to boss me around 
anyway. | wanted the purr of his low voice in my ear and the 
sound of him breathing. It was probably best he didn't agree 
with me because | was fairly certain he could have brought 
me off with a few well articulated phrases given the way | 
was feeling about him right now. 


| couldn't wait for it all to be over so that | could get back 
here afterwards. 


Maxim 


Seated in the cafe window, | adjusted the angle of the 
screen of my laptop so that | could watch Elizabeth walk up 
to the door of the agency's office without making it look like 
| was watching her at all. 

I'd have liked to put an earpiece on her, so she could hear 
what | was saying to her, but | didn't have the technology to 
make that go unseen. My earbuds hooked up to my cell 
phone, using them to listen through and to anyone else who 
might have bothered to look, | was listening to music, or 
maybe even on a call. 


Elizabeth couldn't walk in and ask to talk to Sandra without 
taking headphones out. Only utter twats refused to take 
their bluetooth hands free headsets off inside, and neither of 
us had thought we'd get away with it. But | could hear every 
word she said even if | couldn't talk back to her. 


“Here goes nothing," she murmured under her breath and | 
heard the buzz of her pressing the entry phone as | saw her 
finger connect with it. 


| wanted to tell her to drop her shoulders so she stopped 
looking so bloody suspicious. But it was all out of my hands 
now. Maybe it made sense that she was nervous. 


| could hear the static buzz of the door unlocking, and | 
knew we were moments away from her introduction sending 
a shockwave through the building. There was nothing | 
could do from here to influence the way it went. The only 
thing | could do was trust her to get it right. 


| heard her climb the stairs, her shoes echoing on each hard 
step and | wondered whether the interior was shabby chic or 
if it had all been gutted and turned into a white, shiny, 
minimalist enclave. It didn't matter in the slightest. 
"Elizabeth Harrington, here to see Sandra Charlton please." 
"Oh- Uh. One moment please." 


Whoever it was manning reception didn't sound all that 
calm about it. The shock was evident in her voice. | could 
well imagine why. 

Elizabeth had been with me ever since Sutherland 
disappeared from his home, no thanks to the pair of us, over 
a week ago. The media had assumed she'd been tangled up 
with the same misadventure. Seeing her walk right in as 
though nothing at all had happened must have been as 
close as most people got to seeing a ghost. 


| could imagine the smirk on Elizabeth's face even from out 
here. 


| opened up a plan of the schematics of the building that 
Valentin had procured for me when we'd thought the only 
option was going to be a midnight raid. Partly to make sure | 
looked busy and partly to make sure | knew exactly where 
she was. 


At that moment she was standing in a small area where the 
architect had envisioned a reception desk opposite a small 
grouping of chairs and a few pot plants. Sandra's office was 
one level up and behind reception was another room where 
less well respected clients were seen, most likely in among 
the filing cabinets and the coffee making facilities. 

| heard the receptionist relay the message to Sandra, and 
realised it was probably the PA I'd been talking to, trying to 
get something useful out of at the publicity event. She'd 
made herself sound a little more important than the girl who 
manned the front desk. 

"Ok. Ms Charlton says you're to go up. Hers is the door at the 
front." 


"Thank you so much." 


Elizabeth 


I'd been here a few times, early on, before Mum died and | 
remembered Sandra's PA being snotty to both of us, so it 
was quite rewarding to see that shocked look on her face 
and have her do a bit of grovelling to me for a change. 
Maybe it was petty, but it felt so good knowing that she'd 
tried to get her claws into Maxim and failed, because the 
only woman he wanted was me. 

"See you later Violet." 

Careful on the stairs in the heels that Maxim had suggested | 
wear, | clip-clipped my way to the floor above and knocked 
on the panel door, waiting for Sandra to invite me in. Only 
because today | needed to be on her good side. 


"Enter." 


She had the vibe of a creative pitbull. Brightly coloured 
Murano glass beads and red lipstick. A severely tailored 
tunic that reminded me of the mid-century modern aesthetic 
that was so trendy everywhere these days. Mustard yellow 
wasn't a colour | could have said suited her. 

“Goodness Elizabeth, everybody thought you were dead. You 
do know what happened, don't you? Where the bloody hell 
is Pierce?" 

"| just found out," | told her, pulling on a little wrinkle of my 
eyebrows and letting my voice drift a little more soft and 
vacant. "I got back from youth hosteling in Wales this 
morning." 

Maxim hadn't thought it mattered that | should have been in 
walking boots and carrying a rucksack rather than court 
shoes and a pencil skirt. He said Sandra would care more 
about the book and that there was no sense distracting her 
by trailing mud all over the expensive coir carpet. 


He seemed to be bang on the money. 
"Oh you poor thing. What the devil are you doing here?" 
"I thought you might be able to do me a favour." 


Sandra's office was wall to wall bookshelves, mostly things 
written by authors they represented. It was as much a trophy 
cabinet as anything else could be. The only wall space had 
framed pictures of her at awards events, shaking hands with 
people who all looked very important. 


She picked up a pen off the desk, fiddling with it between 
her fingers in an almost impatient gesture. Her sympathy 
was wearing thin. 

"Well | just know that Pierce would have absolutely hated to 
have publication delayed for anything at all. And it seems 
rather like after all this wnoever's been threatening him has 
gone and gotten their way. It's heartbreaking." 


Sandra's eyes narrowed and the pace of the pen swishing up 
and down between her fingers increased. "Go on." 


"Well, | know he was so desperately secretive about what he 
was working on, but it's really the only thing | have of him, 
and | would love to be a part of bringing it to the final step, 
publication. If you'll have me." 

Her eyebrows arched sharply. "Are you asking me for a job, 
Ms Harrington?" 


"Oh goodness, no!" | laughed. She laughed. We all laughed, 
even though we both knew there was nothing funny about 
it. "I was thinking | could volunteer my time. Now that I'm 
done with school I'm at a loose end, and I can't mill about at 
my friend's house all day long." 


"I should think not." Sandra readjusted her glasses. "Well, as 
it happens there isn't a great deal left to do on Pierce's book. 
As it happens, I'm done with all of the formatting changes 
and I'm running the final copy over to the printer this 
afternoon personally. By hand. Pierce really was - is - such a 
stickler for nothing going via email and | dread to think what 
he'd do to me if a copy got intercepted." 


"Oh that's wonderful." | fixed my smile in place. "He'll be so 
pleased. Do you have it here? Do you think | could take a 


look. It was just all so... unexpected to come home to this, 
and it's the only thing | have of him because the house..." | 
covered my mouth with my hand and gave a delicate- 
sounding sob, imagining | was some quivering romantic 
heroine. 


Sandra didn't entirely look convinced. | sobbed again, and | 
could practically see the cogs turning. Whether she believed 
me or not, the prospect of risking a teenage girl breaking 
down in her private office was too horrific to bear. 


She plucked a tissue out of the square little box of tissues on 
the corner of her desk and held it out to me, barely 
disguising her look of discomfort. "There, there. Come now. 
Do pull yourself together." 


| took the tissue and let out a wet sounding gasp, like | was 
still struggling to control my tears. 


"If | could just take a look at his book. I'd feel so much better 
to be able to read his words." 


Sandra's smile turned brittle. "Darling, | would just love to 
be able to do that, but you know how particular Pierce is. No 
one is to read the thing before it's out in the public domain." 


| nodded, looking suitably miserable. And Sandra let out a 
long suffering sigh and spun her desk chair over to the low 
filing cabinet, propping one pair of glasses onto her head to 
keep her hair back out of her face and putting on the pair 
slung around her neck on a slim chain. 


When she came up from flicking through files, she put a 
thick manilla folder down on the desk. It was tied up with a 
length of ribbon in what | recognised as Pierce's signature 
style, because he thought it added class or gravitas, or 
because he was a superstitious old bastard. | didn't really 
care what his reasons were. And there was a slim black 
pendrive tucked under the ribbon. 


"This is the only hard copy in existence, and | damn well 
hope he has an electronic back up because he banned me, 


on pain of death from making another copy of the blasted 
thing on his encrypted pen drive. You understand why l'm a 
little possessive of it." 


My eyes fixed onto the folder, breathing suddenly calm. It 
was within grasping distance. | could practically snatch it up 
off the desk and get everything Maxim needed. There would 
be no question of me showing my worth to the Bratva if | did 
just that. 


Almost as though she read my mind, Sandra whipped the 
file away, sliding it back into the filing cabinet before she 
locked it and pocketed the key. 


"Rest assured, it's perfectly safe with me, and | will 
personally make sure you get an advanced copy. It's such 
rum luck about your house." 


"Oh this is just wonderful. Thank you so much, Sandra. Yes, 
all the business with the house is rather inconvenient." If | 
hadn't already been prepared for her utter lack of empathy 
for my apparent situation, she might have gotten to me. But 
I'd Known what a bitch she was when | walked in here. 


I'd suspected for a while that she knew exactly what Pierce 
was like, but she chose not to do anything, not to ask any 
questions, because he was the cash cow and she'd have 
been a fool to kill that with some inconvenient truths. 


| smoothed a hand over my skirt. "Well, I'd best be heading 
off." 


Sandra had already gone back to flicking over the 
manuscript she'd been pouring over when | came in, and 
she glanced at me through her glasses. 


"So glad you could stop by Elizabeth. You're welcome to ask 
Violet if she has any filing to keep you busy on the way out. 
I'm sure we could supply some kind of reference for you after 
a month or two of doing that, seeing as you're Pierce's step- 
daughter. Anything for darling Pierce." 


| gritted my teeth and weaponised my politeness, using the 
very best manners my mother ever taught me. "I couldn't 
possibly thank you enough, Sandra. You've always been so 
kind." 


The words | used may have said exactly the opposite, but | 
was confident I'd left Sandra with the distinct impression 
from the tone of my voice and the coldness of my stare that 
if she turned up dead tomorrow, | would happily spit on her 
grave. 


Her eyes narrowed on me on the way out and | trailed down 
the stairs, straight out of the front door, without so much as 
glance in Violet's direction. 


"I hope you heard all that Maxim. It sounds like we need to 
move fast." 


Elizabeth 


When I pushed the button to unlock the door and tumbled 
out of the narrow entrance door back into the street, the 
window seat in the bright yellow cafe across from Sandra's 
office was conspicuously empty. 


Trying not to frown, | clattered my way over to the cafe and 
peered in through the glass, hoping to see that he was 
somewhere in the back, ordering another coffee, or his 
things were there but he was using the loo at the back. 

His laptop was gone. Of course it would be. He wasn't stupid 
enough to leave that lying around. But there was no sign of 
the oversized coffee cup he'd settled in with, and the place 
he'd been sitting looked like it had been vacant for a while. 


The bell at the top of the door chimed when | pushed it open 
and | gritted my teeth, swallowing hard, because the happy 
little jingle was so bloody unwelcome. Feeling shaken, | went 
up to the counter. 


"The guy who was sitting in the window, when did he 
leave?" 


All | got was a blank stare. "I'm sorry luv, | don't keep track 
of every single customer." 

| looked over my shoulder, eyebrows raising. "There's no one 
else in here." 


The guy matched my eyebrow raise, shifting his stance, 
weight on one leg and he folded surprisingly muscular arms 
- for a barista - across his chest. My eyes darted to the name 
tag pinned to his t-shirt. Piotr. "I didn't see anyone." 


| stifled a growl. "Of course you didn't." 


Maxim had bloody well left me here without a word. And now 
he was probably pissing himself laughing at me falling for 
his nonsense. Either that, or he had a fellow countryman 
who was willing to keep his cover for him at all costs. 


| shook my head, avoiding the urge to flip him off as | exited, 
letting the door swing back hard behind me. In the street, | 
tugged the cable out of the battery and transmitter set, 
irritated by the scratchy stickiness of the squares of tape 
glueing the damn wire to my skin. 


What was | expecting? All he wanted was the information he 
needed, and I'd just given him that. He didn't need me any 
longer. This was it. Daydream over. 


My chest was tight and | swallowed hard, determined not to 
let myself start crying in the middle of the street. What was | 
going to do now? 

| was on the point of despair, when | looked up, and there he 
was, standing in the street with his phone against his ear 
and a scowl on his face. 


“Come on. We don't have any time if we're going to get the 
damn thing off that bitch." 

Relief flooded through me, and | let out a gleeful little 
breath. Of course he hadn't given up on me. Maxim would 


never do that. He'd been fighting for me before he even 
knew me. 


CHAPTER 24 


Elizabeth 


When Max hung up the phone, he looked moodier than ever. 
"What's going on?" 

"Sandra's taking the manuscript to the publisher." 

"When?" 

"Right now." 


| frowned sharply. This wasn't good. If the list of names got 
out after everything he'd done to try and stop it, someone 
was going to try and say Maxim hadn't done his job, 
because I'd caused too much of a distraction. Worse, maybe 
they'd think | distracted him on purpose. 

"Where is she?" 

"I don't know. In her car." 

| took Maxim's phone off him. "Then it's not over yet. Get the 
bike, we need to go to Hammersmith. You're still tracking 
her, right?" 

"Of course | am. What are you planning?" 

"We're going to take it back, Maxim, that's what." 


Holding my breath, | waited for the phone to stop ringing 
and someone to pick up. "Mitch? It's Elizabeth. Can you do 
me a favor? | need some of the guys to help me out. The 
ones with mopeds. You know who | mean." 


Mitch sounded grudging and there was a solid pause, but 
the old man let a breath out anyway, and | could hear the 
smile in his voice. "What have you gone and got yourself 
messed up in, girlie?" 


"I'd tell you, but I'd have to kill you," | joked, and that was 
enough to get a bark of a laugh out of him. "It's got to be 
now, Mitch. | don't have any time to explain." 


"Alright. Leave it with me. Don't you worry. They'll be ready 
when you want them. Just don't go telling Cassie." 


“Thanks Mitch. | owe you big time." 


Maxim 
"Right lads, you understand what the job is?" 


| folded my arms across my chest, squinting across at half a 
dozen teenagers, dressed in an assortment of tracksuits that 
had nothing at all to do with a willingness to work out, 
although half of them had come from Elizabeth's boxing 
gym. Friends of friends of friends. Down the line enough that 
they didn't really know her. But Mitch knew the kind of 
people she was after. 


| was rewarded with a few unimpressed stares, and some 
wry, curling smiles. Someone revved the engine of their 
moped and helmets snapped down, and the other engines 
buzzed to life too. 


I'd seen enough of this town not to be surprised by how 
quickly Mitch had them here, under the underpass, right on 
the road that Sandra's car was due to come along. 


It was a stroke of genius on Elizabeth's part. She'd heard 
enough things not quite on the right side of the law to think 
that a Russian partnership wouldn't go amiss, and she 
wasn't wrong. 


Some had their hoods pulled up over their heads, others had 
helmets on, some with reflective vizors over their faces, 
others brightly colored and open at the front like motocross 
helmets and they all started buzzing around us, pulling into 
formation around my Ducati. 


Used to be the police couldn't risk a chase with a kid without 
a helmet on. They'd tightened that up, but I'd seen gangs 
like this make brazen smash and grabs at high speed, 
taunting the Old Bill as they gave chase. Fake plates and a 
bit of organisation, enough to get them weaponised and 
effective. It was one particular strand of crime us Russian's 
weren't immediately involved in. At least, we hadn't been 
until right then. 


My Ducati was by far the most powerful bike in the set, and 
the others only had little buzzing motors, but it didn't 
matter, they had speed and maneuverability. They could get 
in quick and get out faster. Elizabeth straddled the bike 
behind me, and pulled her helmet down, adjusting the vizor. 


The pair of us were all in black. Fake plates were an easy 
switch when | already had a garage full. I'd waited until we 
were away from the building, out of sight of any traffic 
cameras to switch them out. 


The mopeds flanked me as we roared up the dual highway, 
forming into a V like tight formation fighter jets. Each moped 
had a driver and a pillion rider, ready with fast hands and 
whatever weapons came to hand. 


Like something out of Mad Max, one of the kids at the back 
pulled a wheelie and another one clinging to the back of his 
mate's bike cranked up the volume on a portable speaker 
plugged into his phone. | might have been a gangster, but 
I'd never done anything as foolishly flashy as this. 


The lot of them were animals. Undisciplined, crazy, stupid. 
They were exactly who we needed to use. 


| saw the Jaguar pull out of the slip lane at the next junction 
we came to. We swarmed up the fast lane, overtaking until 
we were three cars ahead, two cars, distance narrowing. 
None of the drivers wanted to look at us. Passengers averted 
their eyes. None of them wanted to signal to us that they 
were likely targets. 


Maybe another day they would have been, but right now we 
were only after one thing. 


The deep red paintwork and chrome trim glinted in the low 
sun as | waved the boys closer. | felt Elizabeth's arms release 
from my waist. No doubt she was copying the cocky shit 
riding pillion while he wielded a crowbar in one arm, the 
other hand gripped onto the handle at the back of the bike, 
leaning back for balance. 


They came in obnoxiously close, near enough to shred the 

immaculate metalic burgundy paint, and from the way | saw 
Sandra's eyes flicker to her mirrors and her knuckles whiten 
on the steering wheel, she already knew she was in trouble. 


The car started to accelerate, until one of the kids zipped 
into the lane in front of her, weaving erratically across her 
lane while his mate looked back, jeering, laughing. There 
was never going to be any getting away. She glanced across, 
out of the side window and | could see the fear in her eyes. 


Up close to the window, I could see a manila folder on the 
passenger seat with a navy blue pen drive on top of it. 
Sandra gunned the engine, trying to make a break by 
pulling away into the fast lane. 


Two of the bikes behind crept around, engines buzzing like 
crazed hornets as they boxed her in. The panic must have 
been settling in, just the way the adrenaline had well and 

truly kicked in within all of us. 


| worked alone, but there was something unique about being 
part of a team and having a daring plan like this fall 
together. | could feel Elizabeth's body tense with it, and | 
knew she was feeling the rush, the buzz that could be all too 
addictive. 


Right now, we were all invincible. Just as long as no one 
made a mistake. 

| revved the engine, zipping in closer, pulling in along side 
the passenger door again. Sandra glanced across, reaching 


for her mobile phone on the dashboard. 


Even if she called the police, we'd be long gone by the time 
they got here. Rapid response took longer than that to 
mobilize. We just had to split up and get out of sight of the 
helicopters before they could scramble them. 

On the back of the bike, Elizabeth gestured to the kid with 
the crowbar, and he handed it over. 


Glass crunched, crumbling to sugar cubes, and Sandra 
screamed. | concentrated on the road, hands firm on the 
bike's handles to keep it steady. Elizabeth was worth a 
thousand times more than any list could ever be and the 
harsh concrete was spinning fast beneath us, ready to strip 
skin from bone if | made one false move. 


The first moped came in close again, dropping back ahead of 
us to slot into a dangerously tight space ahead of my bike 
and | let out a growl that no one could have heard. If the 
dickhead lost control and skidded, we were all dead. 


Elizabeth shifted on the back of the bike, and | countered 
the wobble, leaning out the other way as she stretched 
across, inside the car. When | glanced over, the data stick 
was just out of reach, and Sandra was making an attempt to 
bat her hand away. 


Elizabeth grabbed her fingers, twisting them sharply enough 
she let out a yelp and the car swerved dangerously, making 
the moped on the far side of the car drop back to avoid 
getting sandwiched between the car and the guard rail. 


| was glued to it, eyes on the road, the car, Elizabeth. They 
say bikers see five moves further ahead than car drivers, 
and | was damn well testing that theory out. Everything was 
a knife edge calculation, angles and speed and braking 
distance. Caution was gone. All that mattered was getting it 
right. 

Elizabeth came out with the folder, holding it high. One of 
her boxing mates was right there, tickling the treads of our 


rear tire with the damn mudguard on his rally bike, and she 
handed it back to him with the ease of a relay runner 
passing a baton. 


"Got it?" | shouted against the roaring wind. 
She shook her head. "Still need the stick." 


| gritted my teeth, leaning the bike back in to steer us close 
enough for her to make another grab. With her helmet on, 
all Elizabeth could do was reach her arm in. She couldn't get 
eyes on what she was reaching for. 


In the distance the roar of sirens started up. Racing down 
the other side of the central barrier, a barrage of police cars 
were on there way. They'd be at the roundabout in minutes, 
racing along to catch us. 

We needed off at the next exit. 


Elizabeth straightened up again, and | revved, ready to cut 
and run. 


"Leave it!" | barked, but she had other ideas. 
"One more go!" 
Without a moment's pause, she tugged her helmet off. 


In the car, Sandra's eyes widened in recognition and | heard 
her shout out. "Oh my God, it's Elizabeth Harrington!" 


Half of me wanted to brain her, the other half wanted to fuck 
her senseless. She didn't need to take that risk just for this, 
but she had and she would do, because she knew we 
needed it. Fuck whatever Valentin thought, she was good as 
Russian. 

The slim chance she'd had of slipping back into her old life 
had just gone up in flames. As of right now, she was officially 
on the run. Every effort I'd taken to keep her away from the 
consequences had gone up in smoke. And she'd just stated 
pretty bloody solidly that she was on our side. 


God damn it, she was sexy when she got demanding, 
gesturing me to bring the bike back closer in. She was born 


for this. Just like | was. 


She leaned out further than | could have with my bulk, 
making the most of her petite frame and the strength in her 
arms as she used the frame of the car to hold herself, head 
ducked into the window. 


This time, it took her a matter of seconds to grab the data 
stick, and she leaned close to tuck it into the zip pocket on 
the front of my leather jacket before she pulled her helmet 
back on. 


“Let's go!" 

One hand high, she gave the universal OK gesture to our 
entourage, and the mopeds peeled off, zig zagging up the 
road. 


| gunned the engine and let it rip, practically igniting the 
road beneath us, rubber burning as we licked a straight line 
right up the centre of them. The pair of us in black from 
head to toe, and the bike flashed deep, bright red. We must 
have been no better than a streak of color to Sandra's 
stressed out eyes. 


Sirens shrieked behind us, and | made it to the first junction 
ahead of our moped team. They scattered, peeling off down 
different turnings, and | bore us on, before doubling back 
towards the underpass, killing the speed. 


| hated to have to ditch the Ducati, but we had no other 
option. 

In the shadow of the bridge, the guy who'd snatched the 
folder handed it back over. Adrenaline high, there were 
handshakes and squeezed fists. | slapped shoulders, 
nodding thanks. 

And we ducked into the Addison Lee car I'd had waiting in 
the layby. We'd been using them to courier drug deals and 
to sub in for getaway cars for years and they always proved 
useful. Respectable private hire taxis couldn't easily be held 


to account. Especially when it was all individual drivers and 
cash in hand. 


"We're always in your debt. Don't worry, a Russian always 
looks after his friends." 


Elizabeth slid onto the leather back seat, into the far corner, 
already pulling off her black jacket and wiggling out of her 
jeans, unashamed about changing in the back of the car. I'd 
made it clear to her the best way to vanish was to be 
completely different from what the police were 
communicating over radio. 


| slammed the car door closed behind me, leaning in to take 
a deep, deep kiss, thoroughly turned on by the fact that 
Elizabeth was wearing the data stick around her neck like 
some kind of pendant now. And not much else. 


"Sergei, let's go. Drive carefully." 
"You got it Maxim." 


| caught his eye in the rear view mirror and | glared at him as 
his eyes started to wander towards Elizabeth. 


“Eyes on the road Sergei." 


He gulped audibly. "Right you are mate. Don't want to get 
pulled over for any funny business in the back, that's all. 
The windows aren't that tinted, you know what I'm saying?" 
| didn't care. | wanted her, right then and there. The woman 
was going to be the death of me. 


She had me ready to go, zero to sixty, and | loved the way 
she pulled herself hard against me, letting me arch her back 
against the seat as | kissed my way down her chest. Her 
thighs spread to wrap around me and my hand slid down her 
hip, my thumb hooking the side of her knickers and drawing 
them down. 


Elizabeth's eyes locked onto mine. "Wait until we get home, 
Maxim." 


CHAPTER 25 


Elizabeth 


Maxim was all over me, riled up like I'd never seen him and | 
realised he was utterly turned on by my performance on the 
back of his bike. He wasn't the only one still riding on the 
adrenaline. 

If there was ever any doubt that | wanted to be a part of 
Maxim's life in the Bratva, it was gone now. I'd loved every 
minute of cornering Sandra's car. | was going to replay the 
look on her face when | took my helmet off a million times 
over. 


Snatching the manuscript right out from under her fingertips 
made me feel so powerful, so strong. The getaway was 
thrilling. Sergei drove like a race car driver, while the pair of 
us changed in the back seat, and Maxim couldn't keep his 
hands to himself. 


Maxim called out another address, South of the river, in the 
dodgier side of Battersea that was all council houses and 
housing association flats, and when he screeched us to a 
stop, | was still stuffing my clothes into my bag, and Maxim 
was still grabbing for me, kissing me at every turn. 


He led me up the concrete steps that smelled like someone 
had peed in the stairwell and up along a dark corridor, 
pulling out a set of keys. 


| could see the window of the back room of the narrow 
apartment as soon as he opened the front door. The place 
was tiny, and the laminate flooring was coming up in 
patches, but | didn't care. 


There was a photo of a kid, who looked a lot like Maxim on 
the wall, and he dragged me into a bedroom with yellowing 
anaglypta wallpaper, peeling away from the walls at the 
seams and a standard sized double bed. Just the mattress, 
covered with a sheet, and sleeping bag curled at the end of 
it. 

He walked backwards into the room, pulling his jeans down, 
stripping off his shirt, and | pushed him inside as keen for his 
kisses as | was to get rid of every single scrap of extraneous 
clothing that was keeping us apart. 

In just my underwear, | straddled him when he was sitting 
down on the bed, and he pulled at my lace knickers, 
stretching the elastic until | heard it start to tear. 


"Oh, fuck, Maxim." 


| was wet for him already and his cock was straining up to 
meet my pussy once the thin lace was out of the way. Rising 
up on my thighs, | made a grab for him, pulling his cock into 
alignment and | sat down on him, taking him in deep and 
slow. 


Maxim let out a hum of a purr, voice almost too low for me to 
hear it, and his eyelids flickered like he was already close to 
losing control. 


"You're so sexy Yelizaveta. The sexiest woman in the world." 


| rode him hard, shouting out every time his cock bottomed 
out inside me, shooting electricity through me with the force 
of a thousand volts. His cock was made to fit inside me 
perfectly and every stroke lit me on fire. 


| could barely keep the motion going, and just as | was 
flagging, Maxim let out a groan. 

He flipped me on to the bed, pulling my leg up so my knee 
was over his shoulder and he plunged into me deeper than 
I'd thought he could go. | nearly died, arching and groaning, 
seeing nothing but black as he pounded into me, faster and 
faster, lips on every inch of my skin. 


He was like a man possessed and | knew it was me he was 
possessed by. Nothing in the world could have been better. 


Every thrust in made me see stars. | breathed when he 
breathed, my hips knew when to rise to meet him, and the 
heat that he rose through me brought sweat to my skin. 

We were so in tune we didn't need to say a thing. Looking 
into his eyes | knew exactly when he was close to coming. | 
could read the tension running through him and the way his 
breathing hitched. 

"Yes, oh God, Maxim, yes." 

| felt myself clench around him, muscles fluttering and 
tightening as my orgasm exploded through me, and another 
hit as | felt him come inside me, filling me up with his cum. 
My body clung on tighter, like it never wanted to let him go, 
milking him for all he was worth. 

| couldn't catch my breath, and | was shaking when he 
dropped down on top of me, needing to hold him. 

He didn't move for a long, long time and | loved that he 
didn't pull out. | didn't want him to, not until he shrank back 
down and gravity did it for him. 


"| love you, Elizabeth." 
"| love you too Max. So much you don't even know." 


Maxim 


In the cramped living room of the apartment | used to live in, 
| set up my laptop on the glass coffee table, on top of a stack 
of books to keep it from chinking against the glass every 
time the train went past the window. 


Elizabeth slid onto the sofa next to me as | fired up Skype, as 
gorgeous as ever, back in the clothes she'd dressed in for 
the raid. | didn't know which | preferred more, seeing her in 
spotless, pristine cotton, or head to toe black to match me. 


Whatever she was wearing, | didn't think I'd ever get over 
the gut-deep need to pull her close to me and kiss her hard 
enough to start something every time she came into a room. 


She batted me away with a playful smile. "Max... we only 
just got out of bed." 


"We haven't christened the couch." 


"That's true." She let out a luxurious hum, as though she 
was thinking about it. Really thinking about it. The idea of 
taking her again made my cock twitch. | was never going to 
get enough of being inside her. "I thought we needed to 
speak to Valentin." 


We did. We had a lot to update my boss with. | let outa 
grumble, forcing myself away from her. "Have | told you how 
much | hate it when you're right about things like that." 


Elizabeth laughed and shifted to curl her feet up onto the 
couch, next to me. "Maybe once or twice. But the sooner we 
talk to him, the sooner he can okay me and then we can go 
back to doing whatever we want to be doing..." 

Her sly little smile could have slayed me. 

"Have | told you lately how impossibly sexy you are?" 

| loved the flush that raced over Elizabeth's cheeks and the 
way she smiled, almost awkward, still not quite believing 
what | told her. One day, she'd have no doubt, I'd make sure 
of it. 

With a sigh, | put the call through to Valentin. 

"We have the pendrive," | informed him as soon as the line 
opened out, and his broad grin flashed, almost devilish as he 
leaned in closer. 

"Excellent. You're sure she didn't have a copy elsewhere?" 
"We took the paper copy. Pierce was very explicit in his 
cover notes that this was not to be uploaded onto anything 
that could connect to the internet. He was really quite 
paranoid." 


"Wisely so. Very good Maxim. And this... is Yelizaveta | 
assume?" 


Elizabeth looked momentarily confused and Valentin 
laughed, deep and throaty. "It's Elizabeth in Russian. You 
have defected now, have you not?" 


Elizabeth's eyes darted to me and | gave a minute nod. She 
looked back to the screen. "I suppose | have. It's nice to 
meet you Mr Rozhkov." 

"Valentin, please. We are all family in the Bratva. And family 
helps each other out, isn't that right, Maxime?" 

"It is. And Elizabeth has done us proud. You should have 
seen her. You'd have been impressed." 

Valentin rose a brow. "I'll have to take your word for it." His 
eyes shifted. "Maxim's word is his vow, so I'm sure you were 
quite spectacular." 

"She was." And I had a stubborn need to make him see that, 
make him admit it. 

Valentin cleared his throat. "Do you have any progress on 
Pierce's locker?" 

"This was a little more time sensitive." 

"So you're telling me no?" 

Annoyed, | grimaced. "Where would you have us look? The 
station was a bust. We're out of leads." 

Elizabeth had been quiet and a frown to rival Valentin's was 
forged across her face. "You're the one who's been following 
him all this time. Where else did he go?" 

| stared at her, surprised that she'd decided to side with 
Valentin instead of supporting me. 

"Nowhere else. The man was a bloody bore. Same place for 
lunch every single time. Same cafe, same wine bar, same 
pub. Home, the publisher's, the library. That's it." 

Elizabeth looked at me and smoothed her hand over my 
knee. "The British Library? That's right next to the station. 


They have lockers there." 

| tilted my head. I'd been doing this a long time now. It was 
very rarely ever that simple. "I really don't think-" 

But Valentin was already in cahoots. " Yes. That makes sense. 
Maxim, you should listen to the lady. Go to the library." 

| let out a slow breath, irritated by the pair of them. "Of 
course. Absolutely, anything you say." 

Valentin's wolfish grin took over the screen. "That has a 
good ring to it, Maxim. Usually you do whatever you want." 
"Usually | get the job done." 

“Usually you do. | have no complaints. But maybe it's worth 
checking? Elizabeth knew the man best, no?" 

That, | couldn't argue with. And there was no part of me that 
wanted to when she folded her arms across her chest and 
rose one fine brow at me. The pair of them were a dangerous 
combination. 


"Fine. Your wish is my command. We'll go and see what's 
there." 


CHAPTER 26 


Elizabeth 


| looked back over my shoulder at Maxim with a smile as the 
key slid into the lock of the luggage locker in the cloakroom 
of the British Library. The stark red brick exterior was 
exaggeratedly large and brutalist in comparison to the 
Victorian Gothic spires and layers of St Pancras station, in 
the same red brick, just next door. The tall square gate 
opened into the entrance courtyard, set out architecturally 
with manicured grass and a large bronze figure. It might 
have been an ancient institution, but this building wasn't. 
I'd expected fusty lines of books, and a dozen other men just 
like Sutherland, but that wasn't what we found at all. 


There was an exhibition space and a ticket desk, and that 
side was carefully controlled, all modern and white and it 
was clear you couldn't just wander right in. The books were 
somewhere else in the building. 


The lockers, thankfully, were in another area. | had the key 
in my hand, and the one we were looking for was a half-size, 
square fronted locker, right in the far corner. | knew it was 
the one Sutherland would have picked as soon as | saw it. | 
think Maxim must have known too, because he let out a low 
grumble. 

| couldn't resist looking back at him once | felt the key start 
to turn in the lock, triumph flaring in my eyes. Maxim didn't 
Say a word. 


| swung the door open, and there in the middle of the metal 
floor, was a small note book, the kind that came with wide 
lines or squared paper on the inside, made for making notes 
in school. It was very slim. Maxim probably wouldn't have 


noticed him leaving it here if he was coming and going with 
lots of other things. It was slim enough, that when it was 
lying flat, you had to be really close to see it there. 

| snatched it up, feeling the thud of my heart against the 
inside of my chest. This could be exactly what Maxim 
needed. 

Flicking open the cover, | saw a list of phone numbers, and a 
list of names. 

Maxim leaned in over my shoulder as | stood up, and he 
Snapped the exercise book closed in my grasp. 

"Is that them?" 

"I don't know." 

"Why would he have phone numbers? 

"| don't know, Elizabeth. Here is not the place to try and 
figure it out." 

| frowned at him. Here was exactly the place to figure it out. 
We had every resource at our fingertips that Sutherland had 
used to get what he had found. 

"Maxim, what's going on?" 

"You look at them, | have to kill you. This isn't your job. You 
don't work for my people. Right now, you're on the other 
side." 

His face was serious enough that | knew he wasn't joking. 
“But | want to help you." 

"I know that. Valentin knows that. But it's better you don't 
get too involved while it's still so close to home. We can't 
prove your loyalty yet." 

"So you're not even going to give me a chance?" | kept my 
voice low, and | followed him as we started to walk back out 
of the building. 

"I think | don't know what I'd do if someone on my side 
decided you knew too much." 


| gritted my teeth. "It's not going to happen. You can't think 
like that. Valentin likes me." 


"Valentin isn't in charge. The Kremlin's muddled up in this. 
It's bigger than just us." 


"Well, then you've got to let me help get rid of the threat." 
"It's not your job, Elizabeth." 


"Right now, | don't have a job, because if | show up and my 
step father doesn't people are going to start to asking 
questions about where he is, and we both know | can't 
answer those without getting arrested." 


He glared at me. "I told you, I'm going to get you out. Keep 
you Safe." 


| nodded. "I know. So in the meantime, | can help you, can't 
I? Where's the harm in that?" 


Maxim growled low and | ignored him. "Where do you think 
he got those numbers from? Is your guy even on that list?" 


Maxim flipped the front cover open, shielding the page from 
my view and he scanned down the list. "No. None of these 
people are Russian." 

"What? Are they all Saudi Princes or something?" 


"Not unless they changed their names." The breath he let 
out sounded irritated. "This isn't the list." He flipped a few 
pages frown drawing in, and | tried to look at what he was 
reading, but he held the pages well out of my view. 


"It must be important. He wouldn't have gone to so many 
lengths to hide it if it wasn't important." 


Maxim's frown had set in, and it didn't come close to getting 
any lighter. "Agreed." 


"Contacts?" | asked as we exited through the automatic 
doors. Maxim had a tightness about his stride that hadn't 
been there on the way in, and as he walked | could tell he 
was looking far ahead of where we were, scoping out the 
possible threats in the group of tourists ahead of us, the 


students loitering with coffee cups in the middle of the 
quadrangle. 


We walked over to the bronze sculpture. 


"I think so, yes. The rest of the book is financial transactions. 
Account numbers. Sutherland must have been meeting 
someone here.” 


"Account numbers? You mean someone was feeding him 
information about who was shifting money around?" 


"That's exactly what I'm saying." 
“But who could know that?" 


Maxim's jaw rippled. "We're looking for a fund manager who 
handles offshore accounts. Or rather, four of them. I'm pretty 
sure that's where those phone numbers will lead us." 


| swallowed, suddenly feeling the need to look over my 
shoulder to check out the groups loitering near the entrance 
myself. Maxim was saying Sutherland had found people 
willing to whistle blow. Someone had helped him 


Everything I'd been taught growing up told me that was a 
good thing, but | knew Maxim's perspective was different. 
His only priority was towards his organisation. To the Bratva. 
And these people who'd betrayed their trust were going to 
have to pay. Or at the very least, be silenced, and removed 
from the equation. 

| swallowed hard. 

"What happens now?" 


"Don't ask me that, Elizabeth. You already know what my job 
is. Are you in?" 

| stared at him, feeling the weight of his question. If | said 
no, | had to walk away and never see him again. If | said yes, 
my life was going to be violence and murder and never 
knowing that | was truly in the right ever again. Maxim had 
made his peace with that, knowing that his loyalty was to 


his homeland and his brethren. | didn't have that 
connection, that justification. 


| felt my jaw hinge open without any idea what words | 
wanted to shape my lips around and | swallowed again, 
buying time. "I don't - | don't know." 

Maxim nodded, short and tight, and he got abruptly to his 
feet. 

"Where are you going?" 

"Home. | have to debrief. Find out where this trail leads. 
Chances are tomorrow we get to the end of all the 
breadcrumbs." 

"Where do you think they lead?" 


"I don't know yet. Look, take your time. Think about it. Walk 
away if you have to. Just don't come back, because if you 
leave me any hope, | will hunt you to the ends of the earth 
rather than letting you go." 


My heart clenched, and | reached out, my hand around his 
muscled forearm. 


ul Yes." 
"What?" 


"| don't need to think about it, Maxim. I'm with you. I've 
always been with you. Nothing's going to change that." 


He pulled me in against him, and his mouth closed over 
mine. | groaned as | felt him harden against me, and | kissed 
him back until my lips felt swollen and bruised. 


There wasn't anywhere | wanted to be that wasn't by his 
side, and if that meant living the life he did, then so be it. | 
could do it. I'd already killed once, and Maxim could teach 
me how to kill again. | could learn all he had to teach me 
and | could be useful to him. Together, we could be a 
formidable pair. That was the life | wanted. 


CHAPTER 27 


Maxim 


We fell into an easy enough rhythm. | was more comfortable 
away from Knightsbridge and in Greenwich | could better 
control the environment. | knew my neighbors here better 
than | knew the Russian elite and sheiks neighboring the 
Bratva's flat. 

| kept my old Kawasaki ZZR1100 out on the street, under a 
waterproof cover without any harm ever coming to it. 
Around here they knew better. They knew what would befall 
whoever messed with my bike and no one wanted to deal 
with the consequences. 


While we waited for Valentin to send through information on 
the names Sutherland had kept locked away in his 
notebook, we had some down time. | knew well enough how 
rare that was and | was set on enjoying it. 


Elizabeth watched me making potato salad with a slow smile 
on her face. "I never thought you'd be so domestic." 

| shrugged. "I like to eat. There's no one else to make it for 
me." 


She leaned in and stole one of the baby new potatoes from 
the bowl where they were steaming. "Mm. That's why | 
taught myself to cook too." 


We might have come from different worlds, but the pair of us 
had more in common than | could have ever realised. We 
might have both come from a tough start, but it didn't have 
to be that way any longer. "And now we can cook for each 
other." 


| packed up the picnic into a rucksack, slipping a 
champagne bottle into the bag while Elizabeth was fetching 
her things. Wrapped in wet newspaper and put into the 
freezer for a few hours, it would hold its chill until we got to 
Greenwich park. 


Down in the parking lot, | uncovered my bike and took the 
padlock off the chain. Elizabeth raised an eyebrow and | 
knew she was impressed. 


"| need to get my licence," she said a little wistfully and | 
grinned. 


"After the job's over, I'll teach you. And then maybe I'll even 
let you have a go." 


"You better." 


| handed her the rucksack and she climbed on behind me. 
There was nothing better than feeling her shift forward and 
cling on tight. I'd never get tired of that. 


| roared us along the main road, away from the river, further 
south. The park stretched from the Maritime Museum and 
Observatory with it's long, collonaded facade, up the hillina 
green swathe. 


The grass was teaming with other couples and young family 
groups, all with the same idea, picnics set out on blankets 
enjoying the sunshine while it lasted. 


In true London fashion all the locals had stripped down to 
shorts at the first sign of blue sky, women in strappy tops 
and sundresses, men in wife-beaters or t-shirts. The tourists 
from mainland Europe and other, warmer, parts of the world 
were recognisable for their refusal to take off their extra 
layers and pretend that the temperature was anywhere close 
to what they considered hot. 


Little did they know how much of a gamble an English 
summer could be. When you saw sun, you had to dive right 
in with all due enthusiasm, because you never knew 
whether you were in for four days of clement, cloudlessness, 


a three week heatwave causing water shortages and the 
deaths of pensioners, or non-stop rain through to December. 


Elizabeth helped me unfold the blanket out in a patch of 
dappled shade from the broad arms of a plane tree and she 
sat down, folding her legs under her as | unpacked the food. 


| couldn't keep my eyes off her. She was so perfect. All | 
wanted was to spend the rest of my life knowing that there 
were as many days like this ahead of us as we wanted. 


"Champagne?" Elizabeth's smile widened as | pulled the 
newspaper off the bottle and she shook her head at me. "I'm 
beginning to wonder whether you drink anything else, Max." 


| shrugged, uncaging the cork. She let out a little shout and 
a giggle as | popped the cork up into the air and let some of 
the bubbles flood over the side with just as much pent up 
excitement as | always had for her. 


"I also drink vodka, of course. And I don't say no to a good 
scotch, or an armagnac. But you have to have champagne 
with caviar. It's the done thing, love." 


"Caviar? Oh, is it indeed." 


"It is. You can't start calling yourself Russian if you've never 
had the real stuff." | handed her a glass and fished into the 
rucksack for the little pot of caviar I'd picked up from the 
delicatessen the day before. 


"To us," Elizabeth announced, smile glinting as she touched 
her glass to mine. 


"To us. The very best people in the world." 


Elizabeth stretch out luxuriously and | thought she looked 
like she'd stepped right out of Hollywood blockbuster. She 
could have dominated the screen, sold a million magazines, 
if that was what she wanted out of life. Between us, we 
probably had the contacts to make that happen in the 
Bratva. But she was here with me, patting the blanket next 
to her to encourage me closer. 


| opened the little pot and dished a little out onto the part of 
my hand where you'd usually put the salt for a tequila shot. 


"The secret," | told her, "with Caviar, is that it always tastes 
so much better when it's eaten off a lover's skin." 


Elizabeth's smile turned dangerous, wolfish, and she sat up 
again, her eyes partially hooded as she leaned in closer, 
keeping her glass carefully upright. 


She never broke eye contact as she ducked her head to 
swoop the little salty eggs onto her tongue. "Like that?" 


"Just like that." 
"Mm. You should have saved this for the bedroom Maxim." 


"But it's such a beautiful day," | purred, handing the little 
pot over to her. "I would rather be out here, in the sunshine, 
lying down close to you." 


Elizabeth's cheeks flushed and she wiggled closer so that it 
was almost difficult to focus on her eyes. | couldn't 
understand how she'd accepted the life | was offering so 
easily, without question, but | saw without a doubt that 
there was nowhere else she would rather have been. 


| tried not to grimace as she stuck her finger into the caviar 
pot and scooped out a little. “Love, that's beluga. Give it 
some respect.” The fleeting irritation passed when she 
smeared a little trail of the tiny dark beads along the line of 
her collar bone. 


So help me God, | was going to ravage her in a public park 
and get us both arrested for indecency. But | was bloody well 
going to enjoy every minute of it. 


Elizabeth 


There in the sunshine in the park, swapping kisses and 
snuggling close to Maxim on the blanket he'd brought, | felt 


like | was in some kind of daydream. A month ago | would 
have never imagined I'd be in love. 

| couldn't have imagined all the things I'd done in the past 
few weeks either. Everything had changed and | didn't want 
a single thing to go back to how it was before. 

| lolled onto my back and Maxim's arm wrapped around my 
waist, keeping me close to him. 


"Are you going to train me up?" | asked him, glancing over 
at him. | was a little flushed from the champagne, but it 
didn't seem to have touched him at all. 


"That's the plan." 
"What will you teach me?" 


"All kinds of things. How to use a gun properly. How to follow 
someone without them knowing you're doing it. How to 
plant trackers and listen in. How to stick the knife in and be 
three hundred yards away before anyone realises anythings 
happened." 


It shouldn't have turned me on to hear Maxim talk so 
casually about taking people out, but on some level it 
undeniably did. He was so professional, so calm and in 
control and efficient about it. | knew that I could learn to be 
the same. 


Elizabeth 


Under the blanket we were hidden from view, but only so 
much. 


The grass was a cool contrast with the heat of my skin, and 
with very small movements, Maxim slid his hand up the 
inside of my thigh. Every millimeter made anticipation rise 
in me, and it was all | could do to stop myself from moaning 
as he grazed his thumb over the seam at my crotch. 


| didn't care that we might get caught. In fact, that added a 
secret thrill. | could hear people walking past our little 
blanket every so often, and | knew they must have seen us 
entwined, so completely wrapped up in each other. 


The age difference between us might as well have not 
existed, because we could have been mistaken for any pair 
of teenagers, pressed so close to each other that there was 
no space between us. The only difference was, this was no 
inexperienced fumble. Maxim knew exactly what he was 
doing and I was putty in his hands. 

When he kissed me, deep and long, for unbroken minutes at 
a time, every part of me tingled with a need for more and | 
could barely hold in the need to groan against his lips. 


If the whole summer had filled up with days like this I'd have 
had no complaints at all. And | knew that wherever we 
ended up after all of this came to an end, having him close 
was all I'd ever need. 


His hands glided over me with skilled precision, sometimes 
above the blanket, sometimes beneath it, teasing touches 
that | wished would stay longer. | could feel the heat of his 
cock even through his jeans and when | shifted my hips to 
press closer, he rocked in to meet me, digging the hard, 
heavy weight of it in against me. 

Everything was sunsoaked and hazy and so, so slow | 
thought | was going to die. Somewhere between the kisses 
and his hands sliding over my bare skin, having him had 
become an absolute necessity. 

"Maxim," | whispered, voice ragged because | didn't think | 
could hold it together much longer. "Please. We should go 
home." 

His hand trailed further up my skirt and his fingers skimmed 
the elastic of my knickers. 

"Most people are so unobservant you can get away with 
murder, right in front of them, if you do it right." 


| bit my lip, stifling a groan as his fingers curled around the 
thin fabric of my knickers, immediately understanding the 
implications of what he'd just said. | shuddered, rocking in 
against him and | trailed my hands slowly down his chest, 
feeling for the top of his pants. 


| blinked at him, pausing a moment before | pulled his 
throbbing erection out, curling my fingers tight around him. 
"I'm so wet for you," | whispered, and my words barely 
trembled the air between us before his mouth was on me all 
over again. 

A fug was building underneat the blanket and Maxim pulled 
my knickers to the side, huffing a little as | drew him closer 
into line, shifting my hips so that | could take him on my 
side. 


He pushed into me, looking deep into my eyes, struggling 
not to make a sound and | saw how perfect it felt being 
mirrored back to me in his face. Every breath he took was 
my breath and | was greedy to breathe him in, greedy to feel 
the tiniest rocking motion he started up, so so slowly, that | 
could have shouted out with frustration. | knew in that 
moment that what we had was far, far deeper than just sex. 


Maxim understood me completely and | understood him and 
right there, underneath that blanket, right next to the line 
that marked where Greenwich Meantime began, there was 
no one else in the world | could imagine being more in tune 
with. 


My whole being was desperate for more, desperate for him 
to roll me over onto my back and pound me into the ground, 
right here in the middle of the park, but Maxim stayed 
steady and | forced myself not to give in. 

| wanted this. Right here. And the only way it would happen 
was if | stopped myself from rutting against him and letting 
the world know exactly how good he felt inside me. 


He must have been some kind of superman, because my self 
control was long gone where his refused to waver. | had to 
bite my lip to stop from shouting out, and Maxim's hand on 
my arse pulled me in closer, making me murmur out a 
groan. Deliciously slowly, he eased out and | realised | could 
feel every millimeter of him as he slid out and my body 
clung on. When he pushed in again it was even slower and 
my whole body opened to him like some kind of flower 
turned towards the sun. 


His cock was made to be inside me. Moving slowly, barely 
pulling in and out at all, his cockhead grazed over my g-spot 
with such precision that it felt like | was turning molten. All 
the strength had seeped out of me, and | was certain my 
body was going to combust. He'd turned me into a human 
fireball. | was set to immolate. 


"Hush," he whispered and there was a little more loss of 
control evident in him now - the sweat beading on the top of 
his lips making me taste salt as | kissed him and the way his 
eyes flickered like | was the best thing he'd ever had. 


| believed it. This was magic. | couldn't imagine anyone else 
doing what Maxim did to me. 


The kisses he snatched were suddenly more hasty and | 
could feel that undeniable animal need building in him, 
masculine and primal and strong. But still he didn't change 
pace. 

| experimented, tensing my pussy around him and releasing, 
trying to massage him without my hands, and he let out a 
stunted groan. God | wanted him so badly. 

"Max please. Come for me. Come deep inside me." 
Somehow, he managed to keep his motions slow and 
stealthy beneath the blanket, but | felt him tense at that and 
his cock hardened impossibly inside of me until he was pure 
steel and | was impaled on every single inch of him. 


My body clenched hungrily and Maxim's eyes widened 
briefly, his gasp sharp and urgent, tumbling as he collapsed 
into me. | felt his cock pulse just a moment before he shot 
his cum deep inside of me in long waves and the first of 
them tipped me over too. 


Maxim's hot mouth on mine smothered my cry as my whole 
body tensed and shook, milking him for all that he had. He 
rolled me over, finally, bearing me down into the cool grass 
as | shook with need for him. 


| didn't care that we were still in our clothes. | didn't care 
that we must have been attracting some kind of attention, 
no matter what Maxim said, writhing underneath our 
blanket, with our food and our champagne forgotten. 


When the world came back to me, he was holding me close 
and | smiled up at him, loving the weight of him pressing me 
down into the ground. He was still inside me, and | wasn't 
going to let him move until he slipped out me of his own 
accord. 

"You're beautiful," he whispered and I arched my neck up, 
straining to reach his lips until he relented and ducked down 
to kiss me all over again, still slow and hazy. | never wanted 
the afternoon to end. 


CHAPTER 28 


Maxim 


Jean Alaman's name was the only one underlined on the 
front page of Pierce's book. 


Regardless, | scanned the whole lot over to Valentin and 
asked him to send over any relevant information in return. 


| already had an idea of what to expect. If we were right and 
this was a list of contacts then Mr Alaman was going to be 
embroiled in our financial affairs somewhere along the line, 
and no doubt he had access to the same kind of information 
on a number of the other property owners that Sutherland 
had decided to target. 


The files | asked Valentin for came through by encrypted 
email a few days later and Elizabeth and | spent most of the 
morning going over them. 


| showed her the process, step by step. How to plot our 
approach. 


The files held as much detail as was in the public domain, a 
few pictures, where possible, address, place of work. Some 
things that involved more specialist contacts, such as 
itemised credit card statements and the log of all the 
journeys made, tapping in and out of the transport system. 
All these things Valentin could pay someone to procure and 
bundle into a neat file. 


It was a lot of paperwork to go through, and as bad as it was 
for the environment, the only way to go through it all 
properly was in hard copy. The laser printer filled the room 
with noise all morning. 


"I'll plant some trees to make up for it," | reassured 
Elizabeth, and she chuckled to herself when she picked up 
the first few sheets, hot off the printer. 


"A hitman who cares about the environment." 


| shrugged. "Won't be anything left for our kids if we ruin it 
for them." 


She held my eye, and her smile turned soft and thoughtful. 
Maybe | hadn't meant our kids specifically when | said it, but 
| did after she looked at me like that. Suddenly, out of 
nowhere, | Knew one day | wanted to see her holding our 
child in her arms. | wanted to be right there with her, looking 
down into our baby's tiny face. | could practically see the 
hospital room in my minds eye. 


"So, what are we doing with all this?" 


My job, part of the craft that | wanted to teach Elizabeth, 
was how to turn all the paperwork into something useful. 
The way | worked was thorough and precise. | didn't let 
people tell me where to go or where to target someone, | 
collected all the available information and cross referenced 
it all, until | had the perfect picture. 


Sometimes it took weeks at the window of the building 
opposite to figure out a man's routine so that | could make 
an approach in a window of time where he was expected to 
be out of contact. | could time my hit to make a man 
disappear, and when | got it right, no one would suspect 
anything for a full day and then it would be a process of 
reconstructing his last movements and trying to cobble 
together in reverse exactly what | was starting to do now. 


Jean Alaman was the main focus. 


| picked a new highlighter from a pack I'd purchased from 
WHSmiths and tossed it over to Elizabeth, as | picked up a 
sheaf of paper of my own. 


"We're looking for patterns. Regular locations that come up 
time and time again, the same routes travelled. We want to 


map out his day to day. Whether Monday has a different 
routine to Tuesday, when he goes to the gym, what he does 
on the weekend, whether he pays for sex. Where we're going 
to be able to get eyes on him most effectively." 


Elizabeth looked at me, and popped the cap off her 
highlighter. | couldn't tell what she was thinking until her 
smile broke. "You're not exactly the spontaneous type, are 
you Maxim?" 

"Spontaneity gets you caught. No one finds a Toropov 
corpse, because | give myself time to do it right. You want a 
sniper, or a drive-by, that's a different matter. I'm not that 
guy. When | solve problems, they stay solved. I'm teaching 
you how to do that too." 


Elizabeth's grin grew again, and she tapped at the corner of 
her mouth with the end of the highlighter she was holding. 
"You're sexy when you get all serious." 

"It's a good thing I'm a very serious man." 

As much as | wanted to drag her back to the bedroom at 
every chance we got, | managed to keep my hands off her 
long enough to form a picture of the movements of our over- 
curious investment manager. 


Elizabeth 


| looked up from the mound of papers | was working through, 
blinking hard when | realised that the day had gone on 
without us and night was starting to draw in. Maxim 
switched the lamps on and | rubbed at my eyes, stretching 
out, as | yawned. 


| hadn't thought his life would be like this. | couldn't imagine 
how lonely he must have been, alternating between long 

stretches working research like this, going out into the world 
to show his face in his legitimate guise, but never really able 


to let anyone in before me, and then going into the field, 
camping out wherever he had to, hunting his prey right to 
the end. Only to have to manage the disposal and then start 
all over on the next job. No wonder this didn't feel like his 
real home, he only really used it as an office and a place to 
regroup before he dove back under. 


That was what my life was going to be like. | hoped that | 
could take it, that maybe with the pair of us in it together, 
we could find solace in each other. 

"It looks like Sutherland paid him." 


Maxim looked back at me, drawing the curtains sharply 
closed. "I came to that conclusion too." 


"He might not even have meant to betray you. Not 
maliciously, | mean." 


"The motive doesn't really matter." 


| frowned. "If all he's after is money, then you guys can pay 
him better, can't you?" 


Maxim tilted his head, that familiar grimace on his face that 
always appeared when he didn't want to tell me something 
told me I'd said something overly optimistic or stupid. 
"Anyone who can be bought so easily is a liability." 

"But he didn't even know who he was dealing with. He 
probably just thinks he's blowing the cover on a bunch of 
tax dodgers. | mean, who'd be insane enough to cross the 
Russian mafia and have it down on paper to come back to 
them?" 


He let out a slow breath, weighing what I'd said. 
"Sweetheart, you don't have to pull the trigger. It's all on 
me." 

"That's not what this is about, Max." 

He didn't look convinced, and that irritated me more than | 
knew it should. 


"You want a whole load of finance guys who thought they 
were blowing the whistle on the kind of billionaires who 
caused the banking crisis turning up dead?" 

“They won't turn up dead. They'll go permanently missing." 
"Oh my God, Maxim, that's not the point I'm trying to make." 
He shook his head. "Sweetheart, | don't think you 
understand-" 

“Don't you damn well Sweetheart me, Max. You haven't even 
thought this through. If you could get them on your side, 
instead of working against you-" 

“These moral do-gooder bankers?" 

"Max. I'm serious. Maybe they're not moral. But they clearly 
need money or they wouldn't have done anything for the 
bribe Sutherland gave them. That's my mum's money he 
used, right there, in black and white. I think | should at least 
get to see whether there's any salvaging it." 

Maxim let out a strained groan and he rubbed his hands 
over his eyes. "Christ almighty. Why am | letting you talk me 
into this?" 

"Because you love me. Because deep down you know I'm 
right. And they are way more useful to the Bratva alive and 
on side. Your money guy has to start all over again if they 
disappear and it gets investigated." 

"You're saying someone new would trace it back." 

"Well it can't be that bloody hard, can it? Not if Sutherland 
did it. He's not exactly some kind of deep forensic 
journalist." 

He let out a sigh. "Let's talk to Valentin." 

"Thank you, Max. | just think it's worth looking into." 


CHAPTER 29 


Maxim 


Valentin opened a three way call, and Roman Dvornikov 
came up onto the other half of the screen, clearly on his 
yacht somewhere in Florida waters, while Valentin was, as 
usual, in his Moscow abode. 


Roman's Slavic accent had softened with a Miami accent. 
The guy had settled in the sunshine, putting his percentage 
of each transaction to good use creating the kind of lifestyle 
he wanted. | didn't blame him, but it wasn't the kind of life | 
craved. I'd always preferred getting my hands dirty to 
messing around with spreadsheets and paperwork and 
pretending they were clean. 


Still, I'd always liked the guy, and he knew what he was 
talking about. 


"The issue is, guys, I've had to find a work around. Offshore 
accounts aren't as anonymous as they used to be. You can't 
rock up and slap enough cash down to make them give you 
a numbered account with no name attached these days. So 
we have to bounce it through companies owned by other 
companies, make the paper trail complicated, bounce the 
cash from country to country. But, yeah, we need guys like 
Alaman in The City, in London, in Geneva... Singapore it 
makes it a little easier. The Caymans have their own 
challenges... There are some other countries that haven't 
been stung by governments throwing their weight around, 
but it's still tricky. I'm looking into Bitcoin, but we've gota 
lot of assets tied up in currency, and more solid forms. Art, 
real estate. Solidifying and diversifying our wealth is the 
best way to keep us running." 


Valentin nodded slowly. "I understand this. It's why we have 
the art dealership, and the cultural charities." 


Dvornikov nodded. "To legitimize everything." 
"Exactly." 


Elizabeth gave me a pointed look. "So, l'm right. You need 
these guys in the chain?" 


Valentin's face remained poised in an open question, and | 
could see Roman tense up, his tanned, muscular arms 
bunching. 


"Need is a strong word. They are a necessary part of the way 
we currently launder our assets, and l've underestimated 
how much of a weak point they are to be exploited." 


"She's right. Why were we not paying them off to begin 
with? | pay you to manage this, yes?" 

"Valentin. These people have scruples. | mean, | assumed 
they did. It's different to Russia in these places, they don't 
expect to be bribed. It can come across badly, and then we 
would have opened ourselves to even more scrutiny if they 
decided they were duty bound to report it. He works for the 
Union Bancaire Privee for Christ sake." 


My eyebrows rose. "Swiss banker?" 


"Da. He is a Swiss Banker." The irritation in Valentin's voice 
was crystal clear to me, and I had no doubt Elizabeth could 
hear it too. 


Roman's teeth were gritted and he didn't look as relaxed as 
he should have been, given the blue, blue sky in the 
background. "They're supposed to be like priests. Anything 
you tell them is sacrosanct and they take it to the grave. 
Switzerland doesn't take kindly to bankers who decide to 
sell information." 


| nodded. "So we give them his name and they get rid of the 
problem for us." 


Elizabeth lifted her hand. "I'm sure you took a calculated 
risk. But we know they - or at least Alaman's open to bribery 
now. We know he needs money. So, we can buy him, can't 
we? He doesn't care about the Swiss banking code if he's 
selling secrets that could get him fired to journalists." 


Valentin leaned back, face a dangerous neutral. "If we took 
him out, the next guy would have access to the same 
information?" 


ul Yes." 


Elizabeth cut her eyes to me and looked back to the screen. 
"This is the age of selling information, you guys know that, 
right? I could have gone to the right website and got all of 
my exam papers ahead of time if I'd wanted to. Whoever 
else you get in next is going to be open to the highest 
bidder just the same." 


Roman's eyes narrowed and he shook his head. "I don't think 
it's going to be a problem." 

But Valentin raised a hand to halt him. "Forgive me, Roman, 
you didn't think it would be a problem in the first place, but 
now here we are." 


"This wasn't something | could have predicted." 


"No. But now we can safeguard ourselves against it from 
happening again." Valentin nodded slowly, seeming to 
formulate his plan as he spoke. "One way or another, we 
need to untangle ourselves from this situation." His eyes 
hardened and | got the impression he was speaking directly 
to Roman Rather than to me or Elizabeth. 


Roman let out a low breath. "There is no way | can pull us 
out of the Swiss banks. We've got too much wound up in 
them, and despite this, their privacy policies do us well. 
They've got their ideas back in order again following all that 
tax evasion paranoia. The government isn't about to let any 
whistleblowers shut down the main reason half the world 
banks in Switzerland. Besides, we don't do tax evasion. 


We're clean on that front and that's usually what all this is 
about." 


"Not this time though," | put in. | might not have known all 
that much about financial loopholes or how to keep our 
money circulating freely and our assets protected, but | 
knew the value of admitting when the situation had 
deviated from the plan. Roman seemed less inclined to let 
give ground where it came to his line of expertise. 

Valentin never cared all that much about the hows of getting 
something done, but he always seemed to know what was 
needed. "We need to make sure our men are in place 
wherever these situations arises. We cannot make this kind 
of gamble again." 


Roman tugged at the collar of his shirt. "Agreed." 


"Maxim, you and Yelizaveta, make an approach. If he doesn't 
like it, continue as before." 


"Understood." 


“Roman. Stay on the call. We need to talk some more about 
this." 


Elizabeth 


In the afternoon, Maxim called me from central London, and | 
left the enclave of the apartment to find him. 


Maxim stood square in front of me, skimming through the 
rack of clothing in Harvey Nics with much more interest than 
| would have thought he'd show. I'd stepped back from the 
rack like I'd been burned when | made the mistake of 
turning over some of the tickets and understood the kind of 
prices the stuff he was looking through went for. The 
damage Cassie and | had done in that first week was jumbo 
sale pricing in comparison. 


He glanced over his shoulder at me, frown drawing in when 
he saw my reaction. "What? You need clothes like these." 

| gritted my teeth, feeling my resistance flare to life. "| really 
don't. I've bought a lot of things already." 

"For getting to our target, you do." 

My brows rose up in surprise. "We are going to make an 
approach?" 

"It's looking very likely. And you'll need to look the part." 
Anticipation made my heart drum in my chest. | loved that 
Valentin seemed to think | had good ideas and that Maxim 
was prepared to see where they went, even if they didn't 
follow his usual mode of problem solving. 

With a sigh | stepped back towards the rack. | understood 
exactly what we were doing here now. This was part of the 
job, just the same as all the rest of it was. 

"What does a trust fund baby wear?" 

Maxim grinned at me. "Mm... Something sexy, definitely." 
He leaned down, grazing a kiss against my shoulder, and | 
felt myself shiver as he let the tip of his nose drag along the 
back of my neck as he crossed to my other side. "Tight little 
pencil skirts and dresses, so you can pretend to be all 
buttoned up. Pearls." 

"You like the idea of that, do you?" 

"| like the idea of taking it all off you afterwards." 

"Mm. I like the sound of that too." 

| pulled a pastel pink boucle Chanel jacket out in my size, 
and gritted my teeth before | held it up in front of me in the 
mirror. 

"Like this?" 

"Absolutely." 

"Wonderful." 

Maxim snorted. "You're going to look amazing." 


Elizabeth 


Max had a suitcase with him when we left his apartment. | 
don't know what he had in it, but he carefully packed the 
spoils of our shopping trip into it too. He must have left it 
there the day before. Or maybe that was one of the things 
he was putting in place when he disappeared from the cafe 
while I was inside Sandra's offices. Who knew. | didn't think 
it mattered all that much. 

| assumed he thought it was an easier way of getting all our 
things back to Knightsbridge. For some reason I'd grown to 
like his little apartment far more than the chic expansive 
abode owned by the company. It was truly his, where as the 
place we were headed back to may as well have been a 
hotel. 

"Come on," he said, gesturing for me to follow him back out 
onto the street. 

It was nice not to get into the back of a cab for a change and 
Maxim seemed to be intending on walking too, which | was 
glad about. 

| slotted in easily against his side and his arm fit around my 
shoulder like it was built to go there. His entire body 
matched mine seamlessly. He could have been created 
entirely for me, built to meet my every desire, every fantasy 
of what a man was supposed to be. | loved that | didn't have 
to hold myself back. Any time | wanted to touch him, | could. 


He was mine. And after the last few days, | was even more 
sure of that. 

"Where are we going?" 

"It's a Surprise." 


The pavements were radiating heat from the day, even 
though the sun was starting to dip, but the streetlights 


weren't warming up yet. Just too early. Proper twilight was a 
little way off, but it was going to be a beautiful one. 


Between the tower blocks, the sky was streaked with 
mottled, fish-scale clouds. Who knew what that meant about 
the weather. | only knew it was going to make one hell of a 
sunset. 

Maxim turned us towards the North Greenwich peninsula, 
and | assumed he must be taking us to the O2 to get 
something to eat from one of the outlets around the 
multiplex cinema. | wouldn't have minded half a chicken 
and chips from Nando's. 


But we didn't go inside. 
"This way, love." 


Maxim led me towards the entrance for the Emirates Airline - 
the gondola cable car crossing the river, and | gave him an 
odd look. | couldn't understand why we were doing tourist 
attractions instead of going home. 


He grinned at me. "Come on, they're waiting just for us." 


| rolled my eyes, thinking he was joking, but then he pulled 
one of the guards to one side and talked to him quietly for a 
moment. When he stepped back, the man nodded and said 
something into the two-way radio clamped to his jacket, 
which burbled back in return. 

"Right this way, Sir. Madam." 

He unclipped a crowd control belt and swept us towards 
another entrance to the platform where glass doors lined up 
for each gondola cabin, taking us around the small queue of 
people waiting to get tickets, through to a different side. He 
gestured for his colleague, dressed like a cabin crew, to 
hand us each a glass of champagne. 


| grinned as | took the glass and looked back rolling my eyes 
at Maxim. "What is this?" 


He leaned in closer and | felt a shiver go through me as | felt 
his breath hot against the back of my neck. The low tenor of 
his voice rumbled through me, pure vibration. We'd spent 
the afternoon fucking each other like rabbits, but I didn't 
think | was ever going to get enough of him. "We're 
celebrating. | like to celebrate when we've had such a run of 
good luck. And because you've been truly spectacular, 
every step of the way." 

"| have been, haven't I?" | was still on a high from it, but 
nothing quite topped knowing that Maxim loved seeing me 
break all the rules as well as he could. 

We were shown into a gondola of our very own. | realised 
there was no one else joining us as the doors hissed closed. 
With a jerk, the platform flew away from us, we were off on 
our way, ascending sharply to the full height of the cable car 
run above the river. 

Beside us, the white dome of the O2 was bathed in sunset 
tones, and | could just see the close packed towers of Canary 
Wharf on the Isle of Dogs coming into view down the river, 
standing out like some kind of Gotham from the lower rise of 
the docks that surrounded it. 

| leaned on the bar around the edge of the capsule. 

"How did you time this so perfectly?" The sun was just going 
down over the city, staining the sky pink and orange, the 
clouds looking almost purple as they streaked across it. It 
was the most beautiful view of London I'd ever had. 

"What's the use of having contacts when you never use 
them?" 

| smiled at him. 

"Fair point." 

Maxim pulled an envelope out of the inner pocket of his 
jacket and handed it to me. 

"What's this?" 


"Take a look." 


Feeling remarkably suspicious, | handed him my glass of 
champagne after taking one last sip so | had both hands free 
to open it. The small, bubble wrapped envelope had been 
delivered to Maxim by courier and he'd opened it already. 

| peeled it open again, and rifled inside the envelope, 
pulling out a brand new passport with Cyrillic lettering on 
the front. My heart nearly stopped as | turned to the photo 
page and saw my own picture staring back at me, 
underneath the name Yelizaveta Toropova. 

"Oh my God." 

My heart clenched in my chest. This was my ticket out of 
England, quite literally. 

"Max what is this?" So many things were hitting me all at 
once. This meant everything, or it might. Was this 
acceptance into the Bratva? Did he really want me to have 
his surname? | could barely breathe for all the questions that 
wanted to tumble out of my mouth. 

“Roman made a visit to St Kitts." 

"| don't understand." | was practically shaking when he 
handed me back my champagne and took the envelope off 
me. | couldn't stop staring at the passport in my hand. 
"You can buy Russian passports there. For enough money." 
| frowned at him, still trying to keep up. 

"Legally," he clarified. "This is legitimate, it's real. Nothing 
fake." 

"But, my name?" 

"We have people in the deed poll office. It's helpful when 
one of us needs to disappear." 

"But... Yelizaveta Toropova?" 


"Elizabeth, in Russian. And when we go back to St 
Petersburg, | hope you will be my wife." 


My ears buzzed with the kind of ringing silence after an 
explosion and | didn't dare trust what they thought they'd 
heard. | felt my eyes widen as | processed what he was 
telling me. 


"Wife?" 
"Yes. | want to marry you." 


It felt like | was dreaming when he got down on one knee, 
looking up into my eyes. 

"Elizabeth Harrington, will you give up your life and come 
away with me? I'm asking for your hand in marriage, 
because | want you to always be by my side. | love you and | 
don't want to spend a day without you." 


| hadn't dared dream it. Not really. | hadn't let myself think 
about him asking me, because | didn't think he really saw 

me like that. | was so much younger than him, and maybe 

he was only having fun. 


Stupid to think like that when nothing he'd ever done had 
suggested it, and | hated that it meant | must have 
swallowed some of Sutherland's bullshit about my worth. | 
frowned at him, still trying to piece it together, not quite 
letting myself believe it was real. 

| felt myself swallow hard, eyes brimming full of tears and 
my fingers dug into the edge of the cover of the shiny new 
passport. 

"This is.. so | have a visa?" 

Maxim all but growled. 

"Sweetheart, you have this passport already. You don't need 
me for that." 

"But..?" 

"Elizabeth. Yelizaveta. Listen to me you daft cow. | want to 
spend the rest of my life with you. | want to have you by my 
side always. | want us to do everything we've done this week 
over and over again. | want you to travel the world with me, 


go wherever | go, see whatever | see. | want to take you back 
to St Petersburg and make a home with you there. | love you 
and | want to marry you. It's as simple as that." 

| flung myself at him, arms wrapping tight around his 
shoulders as | pressed myself against his chest, burying my 
head so he couldn't see the tears | couldn't hold back. He 
cupped my jaw, tilting my chin up so that | was looking at 
him again. He kissed me again and again, through my 
sniffing and laughing, until my smile was too wide to let him. 
Then he kissed the tracks of my tears over my cheeks, until | 
turned my head to meet his mouth and kiss him back again. 
His hand at the small of my back was the most perfect thing, 
drawing me into him, solid and strong and warm. 

"Oh God, Max. | love you. And I want all of that too." 

"Then just say yes." 

"Yes," | blurted, far too quickly. "Yes, yes, yes. | can't wait for 
you to show me St Petersburg." 

"Good. When we're back in London, we'll go and choose a 
ring." 

"What? Where are we going?" 

"Geneva. We have a certain Swiss banker to track down." 


CHAPTER 30 


Maxim 


The City Airport mainly ran business flights on small planes 
that could zip in and out of the industrial side of London. 
The place was practically a bus station compared to other 
British airports, one shop, somewhere to get coffee and a 
fast food place as well as a tiny nod to Duty Free shopping. 
Given we were both keen to get in and out as under the 
radar as we could manage, it made the most sense to fly 
from there. 


| traveled on another name. Elizabeth used her new Russian 
passport. | got a kick out of seeing my surname next to the 
Russian version of her first name. The way it was meant to 
be. The way it was going to be, more than just officially, as 
soon as we got married. When she was my wife, | wouldn't 
want to travel on another name. I'd want everyone around 
us to know that she was mine. 


No one stepped in to intervene at the electronic passport 
gate, or when we swiped the QR codes on our tickets. We 
were air born without a single human interaction. Which | 
knew from experience meant we hadn't tripped any no-fly 
lists, or we'd have had a member of security staff swoop 
down on us. 


| got Elizabeth a magazine when I went to Smiths to get a 
bottle of water, and she looked at me with some disdain 
when | handed over a copy of Vogue. 

"Are you kidding me? I've never read that in my life." 

| laughed, full of admiration for the amazing woman who 
was going to be my wife. 


"You're a rich society heiress now. Remember. You need to 
take out your own Swiss bank account. You're going to need 
to go shopping at some of the designer stores before you 
waltz in. You need to know what handbag you want. It'll be 
in there somewhere." 


Elizabeth narrowed her eyes slightly, and took it off me, 
flipping petulantly through it. "Is this what you do? Go 
shopping?" 

| leaned back in the seat next to her, scanning our fellow 
passengers, mostly on their laptops, or tapping away 
composing emails on work phones or iPads. Not the look- 
alikes, the real thing. A few of the younger looking ones 
were watching films with their headphones in. All of them 
were power dressers, the highly strung people in finance 
and law tended to be. Groomed to within an inch of their 
highly polished lives. | was used to dressing to blend in. The 
suit I'd chosen matched with any one of theirs. | had on the 
kind of watch that vibrated when | was supposed to do more 
steps and monitored my heart rate, just like all of them. 


"Only if | don't have the right props. You need the right 
props. It's a shortcut to blending in. People watching is the 
other way." | nodded to the assembling group. "These are 
the kind of people our target is. They are who you're going 
to have to convince you're worthy of one of those 
photoshoots in that magazine yourself." 


Elizabeth looked around us, and then back to her magazine. 
"You don't think the Chanel suit's enough?" 


"I think it's a start. They deal with the mega rich on a daily 
basis. | think you know exactly what you need to do to 
convince them you're one of them. | think you were born to 
do this, but you need to stop thinking the only thing you're 
good at is beating people up in the ring." 


| saw her jaw jut and she picked up the magazine again. 
"Fuck you Max. | thought you loved me." 


"Elizabeth. My darling, | worship the ground you walk on. 
Please, listen to me. We want Valentin's buy in on you 
joining the team properly. You've got to blow this out of the 
water and impress them all the way you've impressed me." 


She crossed her legs and her foot bounced in midair. "That's 
exactly what I'm going to do. You just watch me." 


Elizabeth 


The town was right on the waterfront and we could see the 
jets of the famous fountain, the Jet d'Eau, shooting up from 
the water of the lake at the mid point of the curved entrance 
of the bay. It jetted up in an impossibly straight column, 
striking up into the blue sky. 


| took Maxim's hand and he smiled at me and shifted his grip 
on the suitcase he'd packed our things in. It still thrilled me 
that he'd bundled us off onto a flight with so little notice. 
That hours ago, we'd been up in cable car over the river 
Thames and he'd asked me to be his wife. 


"When we're married, is this what our life is going to be 
like?" | loved the thought of jetting off at the drop of a hat, 
going wherever we were needed. Doing whatever it took to 
get the job done. There was a dreamy smile on my face and | 
didn't think I was going to be able to shake it any time soon. 
"| hope so." 

"Me too. How many different places have you been to?" 
Maxim turned to me and shook his head, eyes glinting with 
his smile. "Far too many to count, love. But | have no doubt 
you'll come to all of them with me again, one way or 
another." 

| looped my arm into his, enjoying the way he tensed his 
bicep as | clung onto him, navigating the cobbles in my 
heels as he lifted the suitcase up, one handed. 


"How does it work, when you have to make someone 
disappear?" 

Old buildings mixed seamlessly with new, pale stone houses 
with little shuttered windows like a freeze frame of 
everything | associated with provincial France. But these 
had a slicker feel to them. There was no grime of Paris. There 
was far too much money swilling about in the little bistros 
and around the cathedral steps for any of that. 


Something in Maxim's face shifted and his brows drew 
together slightly. There was a darkness, an exhaustion in 
him, that took a moment to fade. "I tie in with the local 
presence. Get hold of all the equipment | need, or the funds 
to procure it myself if they're inadequately kitted out. 
Sometimes you get to meet some interesting people. There's 
a pretty decent cop we have out in Brooklyn keeping 
everything ticking over there." 


I smiled. "Yeah?" 


"Mmhm. I'm sure he'd love to meet you. He was a little 
paranoid | had an eye on his girlfriend - well, his wife now." 


"What were you doing in Brooklyn?" 


"Ironing out some wrinkles. Helping him with a bit of a 
territory dispute. It all sorted itself out." 


"So we don't get to go back to New York any time soon 
then?" 


Maxim laughed. "Never say never. | plan to take you 
everywhere." 

"| definitely like the sound of that." | stretched up on my 
toes to meet his mouth as he kissed me and | let out a slow, 
satisfied sound. | couldn't remember the last time I'd been 
as happy as | was now. Maybe it was the sunshine and the 
beauty of the place, but | think it was a whole lot more than 
that. My heart was so full with love for the man who was 
going to be my husband and give me the entire world, that 
it felt like it was going to burst. 


"So... when you land in a new place and you make contact 
with the people you need to make contact with... what 
happens then?" 


"Are you taking notes Ms Harringt- oh, no it's Ms Toropova 
now, isn't it? Mm I do like that." 


His hand roved over my arse, settling on the small of my 
back and | felt the heat of his palm zing all the way through 
me. "You're supposed to be teaching me everything." 


"Oh, lam. I'm just taking my sweet time, darling. Never rush 
an artist." 


There were more yachts than I could count in the harbour. 
Sailing boats and motor boats. | wondered whether our 
banker friend had one. After seeing Valentin's money 
magician on his yacht out in Florida, I'd been hankering for 
open sea. It didn't look half bad, bobbing about on the 
water, sipping a few drinks, sunbathing. That was the kind of 
sailing | could do. 


These boats all looked a little more serious and the people 
milling about the marina were all dressed in tastefully 
muted brands like Helly Hanson, with sturdy waterproofing 
and trendy deck shoes. It all reminded me a bit of Prince 
William and the Duchess of Cambridge with their ongoing 
Sailing competitions. All a bit too serious for me. 


| felt his thumb stroking my waist and heat flushed through 
me as | imagined his bare hands on my bum, pulling me in 
against him, hard. 

"What happens when you make contact?" 

"Then comes the most important part." 

"Yeah?" | met his eyes, all blown pupils and lust. Whenever 
he was close | was tuned to him, honed in and hyper aware 
of what the proximity of his body did to mine. 

"Finding the right hotel." 


| let out a laugh as he pulled me in close again, lips against 
my throat. "That does sound very important." 


"Got to have a good view. No nosy neighbors. Housekeeping 
staff who won't walk in on you in the middle of... who knows 
what." 

| caught my breath as he trailed his fingers along my 
collarbone, raising goosebumps to the surface of my skin as 
every nerve ending in me strained for more contact. 


All through the receptionist checking us in, | felt myself 
squirming, desperate for her to hurry up and finish so | could 
get Maxim upstairs and have him for the first time, as my 
fiance. 


CHAPTER 31 


Elizabeth 


| stood in the bathroom of our room in the hotel by the 
window, behind the glass wall that divided the bath from the 
rest of the room, meaning you could look out over the city 
rooftops from the tub, if you so chose. 

Right then, the only thing | was watching was Maxim, 
stalking about the bedroom, taking it methodically apart on 
the hunt for bugs and trackers. | was on bathroom duty, and 
the sweep I'd made hadn't turned up anything. | hadn't 
really expected it to, but maybe | hadn't had enough 
experience to be so suspicious. 


"Did you watch me?" | asked, and Maxim looked up from 
taking the back off the TV. 

"What?" 

"Did you watch me in the bath, on the middle floor landing." 
| reached out and closed the door, leaving me shut into the 
small glass cube of the artfully designed bathroom. 


Maxim stood fully up, turning square on to face me, and | 
slipped the strap of my dress off slowly. Just like | had done 
that night in the window when I'd wanted him so badly and 
hadn't known what to do about it, other than throw myself at 
him. 

"I... Might have." 

"You're a very bad man, spying on a teenage girl like that." | 
let the other shoulder drop, holding eye contact and Maxim 
swallowed hard enough for me to see his Adam's apple bob. 
The tent at the crotch of his trousers was already visibly 
straining. 


"Jesus Liz. I'm trying to-" 

Maxim's mouth hinged open as | let the dress skitter to the 
tiles, slipping my knickers off along with it. | hadn't bothered 
with a bra because | liked the way he watched my breasts, 
liked that he could see my nipples harden through the thin 
fabric, while we were wandering around the city. And | loved 
the way he was lost for words, eyes roving over me like he 
couldn't ever get enough. 


| leaned forward to turn the tap on and sat on the edge of 
the tub as | trickled bubble bath into it from the tiny little 
bottle on the side. The smell of rose geranium and orange 
blossoms filled the air. Expensive aromatherapy oils in the 
bath. Check. This really was five star luxury. 


The water thundered in, filling the tub quickly, and | slid in 
when it was halfway up the sides, letting out a luxurious 
groan as the heat seeped into me, muscles that had been 
cramped up on the journey relaxing out along with my sigh. 


| smoothed the bubbles over my bare breasts and Maxim let 
out a strangled sound from the bedroom. 


"If that door's locked, I'm breaking it down." 


| grinned, sliding deeper into the water. "I thought you had 
to check the room." 


"Ido, you little minx." 


"You better hurry up then, | don't think | can wait much 
longer." Right from the first time when I'd seen him in the 
window across the street, refusing to touch himself despite 
how turned on he was, watching me writhe, | got a kick out 
of Knowing he wanted me. Knowing that with a pane of glass 
between us, he could look but not touch and all that desire 
for me would build and build and build. 

He'd been explosive the first time he took me, unstoppable. 
And every time since he found new ways to make me come 
apart. 


I'd been desperate for him since the first time | laid eyes on 
him. The thought that he'd been holding himself back from 
claiming me like he wanted to for all those long lonely, 
solitary weeks, was SO sexy. 


| couldn't resist teasing him now, especially when the power 
was on my side. 

"Did you wish you could touch me?" 

"You bloody know | did." 

| leaned back, arching my neck on a groan as | let my finger 
slip down to my sex, between my soft folds and rubbing at 
my clit before probing inside. Mouth open slightly for my 
hurried little pants, | held his eye across the distance. 
Maxim growled, stalking closer to the thin pane of glass 
walling him off from me. 


"All that time | could have been dreaming about this being 
your hand on me." 


"My hands are better." 
"Are they?" 
"You seem to think so." 


"You could have crept into my bedroom in the middle of the 
night and showed me just how good they are." 


Maxim's hand flattened against the glass, finger spreading 
out as though he'd truly forgotten the way in was just 
around the other side of the wall. | gasped again, arching 
back as my fingers grazed against a point inside that made 
me see stars. 

His voice was dangerously, wonderfully low and his breath 
fogged up the glass between us. "You'd have liked that, 
would you?" 

My breathing came out in a heavy, hurried rush just thinking 
about waking up to him all over me. Now, knowing him, 
wanting him the way | did, it was a perfect fantasy. No 


matter the lines he would have crossed if he'd ever tried it at 
the time. 

"You know | would have. I'm made for you." 

| bit my lip, trying not to push myself too far. All of this was 
for him alone. Touching myself was never going to do it for 
me ever again. What | wanted was him. His gorgeous cock 
buried deep inside me, and his cum flooding into me, filling 
me up. He'd ruined me for any other man, and | didn't care, 
because as far as | was concerned, there was only going to 
be him for as long as | lived. 


"You better close your eyes and forget I'm even here," he 
murmured, and the heat in his voice nearly lit me on fire. 


My eyelids fluttered as | forced them shut, and suddenly, the 
room was entirely silent, except for the slow drip-drip-drip 
from the end of the tap and the low whirl of the fan. The 
water sloshed when | moved, bracing my arms on the sides 
of the large tub, and | tried to keep perfectly still. | could 
hear my breathing louder than anything else. 


And as much as I strained to hear them, | couldn't make out 
his footsteps outside the bathroom. Time stretched out into 
long minutes, and then, suddenly, | heard the the smallest 
catch of the door handle being pushed down. The hinges 
barely made a sound as they opened in, but | felt the air 
move against my wet skin. 


| held my breath, waiting for Max to touch me, but again 
there was only silence. | could feel the level of the water 
circled around my breasts like a line, moving against me like 
a physical touch every time | breathed. Above the waterline, 
my skin was prickling with anticipation. What | craved was 
his touch. 


His clothing rustled as he moved and all at once, his fingers 
trailed between my breasts, dipping into the water and 
rising up again to circle my tight nipples, one by one. All of 
my attention centred on them, as though all of the nerve 


endings in my body were focused in on their bullet-hard tips. 
My hands tightened on the sides of the bath and it took all 
my effort not to snap my eyes open to watch. 


The wet, warmth of what could only have been his tongue 
circling my left nipple made me gasp out, and when his 
teeth grazed it, pressing together in a carefully controlled 
bite, | nearly died. 


Something fabric unfurled next to my ear, and | shifted, 
momentarily concerned as he covered my eyes, tying a soft 
blindfold tight around my head. It smelled of him. Soft and 
smooth against my face. One of his ties maybe, or his old 
fashioned silk handwraps. 


My smile curled in, as | realised he wasn't leaving this to 
chance. 


ul Max..?" 


He didn't say a word, and | felt my arousal increase. | knew 
the feel of him, the taste of him, the way it felt when he 
touched me, and there was no way this was anyone but him. 
And God, | loved that he was playing with me, doing so 
much more than I'd suggested. 


His hand stroked down the length of my belly, his rough 
fingertips searing a line down towards my throbbing sex and 
| groaned as he thrust his strong, blunt fingers into me. | was 
soft and slick and open and the warmth of the water felt so 
good, but his thrusting hand felt better. My thighs pressed 
together around his thick wrist, gripping onto him as | 
squirmed and he bore the heel of his hand down hard 
against my clit, giving me some resistance to press against 
as his fingers drove deeper into me. | arched my back 
Sharply when he found the place inside me that turned 
everything perfect and hazy and impossibly hot, suddenly 
desperate for more of him. 


"Oh, Max. Oh, God. Please." 


When he pulled his fingers out of me and | groaned at the 
loss, my body contracting, desperate to keep him in me. But 
| was at his mercy, | couldn't do a thing. 


He scooped me out of the tub, pulling me up out of the 
water with his hands under my arms so | had to scrabble to 
my feet. He lifted me with a hand around my hips and | 
realized he was naked when the tip of his cock seared an 
impossibly hot line along my belly. | tried to curl into him, 
shivering and wet out of the warmth of the water, but he 
held me back and | heard myself let out a plaintive whimper. 
God | wanted him more than | knew what to do with. 

When I reached for him, he took my wrists in his grip. He was 
the only thing | had to stop myself from slipping on the tiles, 
and | leaned into his hold, my hands held together firmly 
above me. | tilted my head up, straining to see through the 
blindfold, but it was no use. The biting twinge of his firm 
hands clamped around my wrists felt so good. 


"Is this what you wanted to do to me?" | whispered, arching 
into him as he lowered me down to the cold tiles, stretching 
my hands above me. "Kidnap me, take me prisoner." 


His heavy body sprawled over mine, and | wriggled, bucking 
up against the bruising press of his long, hard cock digging 
into my hip. | loved that | could barely move. That all | could 
do was wait for him to do exactly what he wanted. 

"I've got you now. You're all mine." 

He had another length of fabric, and | felt him wind it around 
my wrists, securing it to the lowest rung of the towel rail on 
the wall above my head, stretching me out across the floor. 

| tugged against my restraints, smile growing. There was no 
way | was getting free without his say so, and | was so 
turned on by that. 


Maxim 


Tied to the towel rail, stretched out along the cold tiles, the 
woman | loved was at my mercy. Elizabeth drove me to 
things | never thought | wanted. But | always wanted her. In 
SO Many ways. 

She knew how to drive me crazy, how to forget myself and 
everything | was supposed to be doing. It wasn't hard, when 
she was meant to be my universe. 


Her thighs wrapped around my sides as | arched over her, 
and my cock pressed in against her wet, waiting body, slick 
with her juices and swollen and ready to take me in. The 
groan she let out as | pushed inside her made me light up all 
the way through and I had to steady myself, breathing deep, 
to stop myself from coming right then and there. 


She was my everything. And | wanted to show her that. 


Kidnap and torture. I'd done that a thousand times. But not 
like this. 


| knew just what to do with her. 


Where she expected me to pound into her, | steeled myself 
to push in slowly, millimeter by millimeter, filling her up with 
every inch of me until | was hilt deep and she was panting, 
squirming, trying to get me to move. My determination to go 
slow faltered when she angled her hips in a way that made 
me see stars. | let out a groan, forcing her hips back flat 
against the floor, pinning her more thoroughly and 
Elizabeth's hands strained against the restraints I'd tied. 
"Don't you bloody dare." 

"Oh God Maxim, please." 

Just as slowly, | inched out, until only the head of my cock 
was still inside her and she writhed and whimpered, trying 
to buck against my hands holding her steady. Her greedy 
little cunt was flickering around me like she was trying to 
draw me back inside. 


Up on my arms, body held proudly over hers, | could watch 
every expression on her face as | pushed in slow enough to 
make her whimper. She arched her neck back as | drifted my 
hand down between us, rubbing slowly against her clit as | 
got myself balls deep. Her breathing was slow and lazy, and 
finally | could see her starting to give in and come apart. 


"You're beautiful," | purred, voice rumbling low as | tongued 
her earlobe, and her breathing rushed out, hot and 
desperate. Blindfolded and bound, everything was at my 
mercy, at my Say SO. 


CHAPTER 32 


Elizabeth 


This time Maxim said he couldn't wire me up. There was too 
much security going into the bank and the last thing we 
wanted was to raise any suspicions about our motives. We 
needed Jean Alaman to trust that | was a genuine client. At 
least at first. Just so that | could get in the door. 

| didn't know what Maxim did, or got Valentin's people to do, 
but one minute there were no appointments with the man 
for the next two weeks and the next | had a meeting booked 
at four. 


As the day went on, | felt the nerves building to the point 
where | felt queasy. | thought | was going to bring my 
continental breakfast right back up, and the smell of the 
coffee turned my stomach. 


We strolled through the city, trying to find a distraction in 
the beautiful old buildings and cafes sprawling people out 
onto the streets trying to walk the nerves off. 


If we'd been on holiday, | would have loved it. The place was 
so picturesque, with snow capped mountains in the 
distance, the lake stretching out long in front. It seemed like 
an ideal place, except for the cost of things. | was glad that 
the Bratva was footing the bill. | still didn't understand how 
the expenses worked and none of that was going to matter 
unless | managed to convince this man to join us. 


A lot was hanging on this. If | failed to persuade him, not 
only did | risk Valentin deciding that | was more risk than | 
was worth, but | also Knew what would happen next. One 
way or the other we were here to close down the possibility 
of the list of the London property owners coming out into the 


open. If | didn't manage it with my methods, Maxim was here 
to manage it the old school way and the man's death would 
be on my head. Whether or not the Swiss authorities would 
give him a wrist slap, or a prison sentence, we couldn't risk 
him leaking what he knew to anybody else before he went 
down. 


The Bratva wanted to keep their assets secure, and the 
Kremlin couldn't afford to be embarrassed by the dealings of 
their close associates. There had to be no paper trail, and | 
understood that now. The world Maxim lived in, the world 
that Valentin and Roman seemed to orchestrate became 
precarious when there were holes in the defences, and Jean 
Alaman had been picking a hole. 


Maxim tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear as he 
looked down at me. We were across the street from the bank, 
waiting for the hands on my clock to tick around. The 
building was all pale stone and architectural detailing 
around the windows and doors that nodded, discreetly, 
towards how skilled the stonemasons must have been, and 
how costly the building had been to erect when it had gone 
up over a hundred and fifty years before. The bank's modern 
sign was one of the only nods towards a more modern 
financial era. It was nothing like the marbe, glass and steel 
that was steadily encroaching on all of London's financial 
district, the square mile of The City. Only the most 
conservative institutions kept more than the facades of the 
old buildings back home. 


| wouldn't know what I was walking into until | got a sense of 
how traditional they were. Max seemed less distracted by 
the architecture, set on giving me the final pep talk. 

"You'll be fine. Better than fine, you'll be perfect. You sit 
down and tell him exactly how it is. Tell him he's fucked off 
the KGB. No one ever knows who the fuck the FSB are. Ask if 
he really wants Russian enemies. Tell him you have friends 


who would make whatever the Swiss authorities would do to 
him for selling information sound like a holiday." 


| pressed one finger to Maxim's lips, stopping him from 
talking. "Max. I've got this. | need to do it my way." 

At exactly four o'clock | walked in through the tall wooden 
door of the bank, into a marble-clad reception area. A 
staircase sweeping down from the floor above had brass 
stair rods holding down the carpet on each tread and it felt 
like walking into a period drama rather than visiting a bank. 
| was half expecting a butler to waltz in holding a silver tray 
and ask to take my calling card. 


Then | saw the CCTV camera mounted in the corner, and the 
computer screen tucked neatly behind the traditional wood 
reception desk and the security gate that was positioned for 
you to walk through before you had any further access, and | 
felt more at ease. This was all sheen, all veneer. Beneath the 
surface, this was just another bank. 


My heels clicked on the shiny hard floor tiles and | kept my 
head held high, a vaguely bored smile on my face as | 
walked up to the desk. Even if no one was out to get me 
here, | was glad for the large sunglasses Maxim had talked 
me into getting. Back in London, my face had been all over 
the news following our escapade getting the data stick off 
Sandra, and | didn't Know how international the reports had 
gone. 


| was offered coffee and shown straight through to a private 
meeting room, where I set my folder down on the table, and 
sat down to wait, one leg crossed over the other at the knee. 
Jean Alaman was older than | had thought he might be. 
Definitively middle aged, with something of a paunch, and 
his receding hairline reminded me distinctly of Sutherland. 
His suit was far more expensive than he made it look and he 
had a weary, worn-down kind of look that made me think of 


my science teacher while he'd been going through his 
divorce. 


It made sense that Sutherland had managed to get the man 
to talk to him. No doubt they were of the same school of 
thinking, that the world owed them some grand favor and it 
was high time they got what was coming to him. 

This was not the kind of man who would put his findings up 
for all to see on the internet. At least, not by my reckoning. 
And | wasn't convinced he was the kind of man who was 
going to take kindly to being on the Bratva payroll either. 


"Ms Toropova," Alaman greeted, and | stood up, reaching out 
to shake his hand primly. His grip was far too limp, and the 
slight clamminess of his hand made my skin crawl. "I 
understand you arranged to speak to me in particular." 


| smiled, resisting the urge to wipe my hand on my skirt. 
"That's right Mr Alaman." 


The man looked a little confused, a little nervy. "May | ask 
why?" 

Perhaps my surname carried more weight than I'd perceived 
it would. | hadn't thought about it before | walked in here, 
but to him | was Russian and for the first time, | felt like | 
could be too. 


"I think you know. | believe we have an acquaintance in 
common. Mr Pierce Sutherland." 


Alaman visibly blanched. All the color drained from his face 
and he stepped back as though I'd physically shocked him. 


"| don't know that name." 


| tilted my head, feeling a surging thrill go through me as | 
realised that he knew exactly where the power lay in the 
room, and it wasn't with him. For the first time in such a long 
time, | was the one a hundred percent in control rather than 
doing my best, rolling with the punches, reacting to 
whatever came my way, and it felt amazing. 


"I think you do. | think you met him in London. | think you 
left a list for him in the left luggage at St Pancras station. | 
think he paid you, quite a reasonable sum. And | don't think 
you cared what he was going to do with the information you 
gave him. | think you were pleased when he talked about 
publishing a book. | think you liked the idea of getting all 
those wealthy foreigners to go back to where they came 
from." 


"No. You don't understand." 


Alaman swallowed visibly, and | realised he was sweating. 
He looked over his shoulder as though he expected the 
doors to burst open at any minute and | wondered whether 
he thought | was part of some kind of internal investigation, 
or whether he thought his bosses would let the Russians in 
here to do their worst. 


Maybe they would, if they knew he'd compromised their 
client list, gone against his banker's vows. 


"Please. You have the wrong person." 
"No, | don't. We've been very thorough." 
His hands were shaking now. "Who are you?" 


A smile curled onto my face. "We're the Bratva, Mr Alaman. 
And it was the last mistake you'll ever make crossing us. 
You're a worm. | came here to see if | could make you a deal, 
to secure this situation. Make sure there are never any more 
leaks, but | see now what a relic you are. What an 
opportunistic creep. Look at you, with your Patek Philip 
watch. You don't even have a moral reason for doing this. 
You just wanted an easy pay day." 


He shook his head. "No. No you're wrong. Please." 


"Am I? | don't think so. You're useless to us, halfway out the 
door with all your focus on your retirement plan. You're not 
who we need at all." 


He sat down in the seat that was supposed to be for me, so 
heavily that it looked like his legs had given out from under 


him. "Please. | could -" 

"You could, what? We don't need you. You're a snake and a 
liability." 

"| could make sure this never happens again." 

"How are you going to do that? We can't trust you." 


"I could move the accounts over. To another associate. 
Someone you vetted." 


“Someone who'd be more loyal than you?" 


"Yes. Exactly. Just, please don't do anything to me. Don't tell 
the standards authorities." 


"You're in no position to ask favors, Mr Alaman. You send us 
names before you think about doing another thing with our 
accounts and then we will make our decision. If you so much 
as breathe without our say so, there will be trouble. You go 
to the police, you'll be lucky if you see next week, and I can 
guarantee you will never work in banking again." 


He nodded, meek, humble, almost penitent. For a moment 
the way Roman had talked about bankers being like priests 
made sense to me. Money was this man's god and the bank 
was his temple. Being cast out would be a fate worse than 
death and it was just as much of a threat. 

| was on a high when | walked back out of the bank and onto 
the street. Maxim was right there waiting for me and he met 
my smile with his, falling into step as we walked away. 

"How did it go?" 

| shrugged. "Well enough. We can't use him, long term, but 
he's sorting out an alternative situation." 

"What's to stop him from causing more problems?" 

"He's terrified of his career going down the pan. And he 
really doesn't want to get hurt." 

Max looked back over his shoulder towards the bank. "It 
would have been easier to take him out. We still don't know 
what he's going to do next." 


| rolled my eyes. "Sooner or later all these bodies are going 
to start catching up to you, you know." 

He shook his head. "No one ever finds-" 

"A Toropov corpse. | know, | know. But he's more useful 
finding us a banker we can work with exclusively, who'd 
properly be on our payroll, wouldn't he?" 

Maxim grumbled, but | knew he was coming around to what | 
was saying. "You're turning me into an enforcer, you know 
that?" 

“Would it be so bad?" 

Maxim looked at me, and at the sun soaked street we were 
walking down and let out a slow breath. "I suppose this 
beats staking him out in a disused building for weeks ata 
time." 

| let my shoulders rise in a shrug, as though | hadn't already 
thought it. "We get to enjoy the city. Don't have to hide our 
faces quite as much." 

"We do. That's true. And | would like to show you a good 
time. You deserve better than spending half your life in the 
shadows." 

"Yeah?" 

"Yeah. Did you bring that dress? That silky one that clings all 
the way down?" 

| grinned. There was a distinct kind of heat seeping into 
Maxim's eyes and his voice sounded husky just thinking 
about it. 


"I’m sure someone packed it." 


CHAPTER 33 


Maxim 


For all the time we had together in London, | hadn't had the 
chance to romance Elizabeth the way | would have if she 
was any other woman. She wasn't any other woman. Far 
from it. She was the most unique person I'd ever met and 
nothing about her merited any standard approach at all. 

I'd been more than happy training her and working with her 
and spending all the hours we had together. But in Geneva, | 
had plans to show her all the perks that life in the Bratva 
could offer. 


| arranged for one of the company cars to be dropped off 
outside the hotel and was pleased to note that my contact 
here had chosen wisely. A yellow Ferrari F8 Spider. There was 
never any point being subtle when you had a V8 engine that 
does zero to sixty in 2.8 seconds. The purpose of a car like 
that was to make sure everyone was looking. It was exactly 
what | wanted. 


Elizabeth was gorgeous in the gold dress and heels to 
match. | opted for a full on dinner jacket, black tie affair. | 
was pulling out all the stops. 

She looked at me like | might have cracked my nut when | 
took her hand and ducked down to kiss her knuckles. "This 
way Mademoiselle." 


Like a gentleman should, | opened the car door for her, and 
Elizabeth's eyebrows twitched up as she took in the car we 
were getting into. I'd seen how she reacted to my 
motorbikes. This was going to be something else entirely. 


She slid down into the leather seat, hands caressing the 
sides of the racing-style seats and the purr she let out was 
enough to have me stiffening inside my trousers. 


"Just wait," | told her, and turned the key, foot to the floor as 
| revved the engine and the full power of the V8 roared, 
vibrating through us. 


"Oh my God," Elizabeth whispered, "I think I just came." 


| cut my eyes to hers, grinning. "Don't make me jealous of 
the car, love." 


She laughed. "Are you worried? You should be." 


| roared us out of the hotel parking lot, winding us fast and 
sharp up along the main road towards the mountains. 


When we were free of the city, | let her rip, tearing around 
the bends that hair-pinned back on themselves, tight and 
narrow around solid rock. She was gripping onto the seat but 
her smile was wide and her nipples were tensed beneath the 
silk of her dress. 


| hit a button on the dash and the roof started to fold down, 
tucking itself neatly into a compartment in the chassis of the 
car and Elizabeth let out a woop, lifting her hands to feel the 
rush of the night air going past. 


It was another fifteen minutes before | skidded us into the 
gravel drive of an ancient little farmhouse and got out to let 
her out of the car. 

Elizabeth squinted up at me with some confusion and took 
my hand to help her out of the slow seat in her heels. For 
thirty seconds, the farmhouse was quiet, and then a door in 
the garden wall opened, showing us a glimpse of a glowing 
courtyard lit up with naked bulbs strung along a wire. 
"Maxim! It's been a long time!" 

Philippe greeted me with a double handshake and a kiss to 
each cheek. "This is Elizabeth, my fiance." 

He offered a dip of his head that almost looked like a bow. 


"Absolutely charmed. Please, come in." 


With my arm around Elizabeth's waist, | guided her in 
through the small courtyard door, holding my breath slightly 
in anticipation of her reaction. Inside, the garden was 
something out of a fantasy, climbing plants wafting perfume 
into the warm air and a fountain in the center bubbling 
quietly. 

There was only one table set beneath the sweeping 
branches of a large tree, and Philippe showed us over to it. 


"Tonight, there is no menu, my friends. You are our guests, so 
please, let us introduce you to a culinary feast." 


Elizabeth leaned in to me, across the table, eyes sparkling 
and wide. "Maxim, what is this place?" 

"A very well kept secret. You're about to find out what 
heaven tastes like." 


Elizabeth 


Maxim wasn't wrong about the food. 


Philippe brought out endless little plates of dishes to 
tantalize our taste buds and make us laugh and smile and 
guess what each thing was. There was a little shot glass of a 
seafood soup that tasted like crab and prawns, and crispy 
little bites that crunches and then dissolved on my tongue 
in a burst of flavor. 


He popped open a bottle of champagne, but he kept 
bringing out different wines to go with this dish and that 
dish. | didn't know much about any of them, but Philippe 
definitely did because they all tasted fantastic together. 


He brought out a whole fish and peeled the skin back and 
served the thick, white flakes directly onto our plates with 
new potatoes whose skins were flaking off and vegetables 
which he said were fresh from the gardens. It shouldn't have 


tasted as good as it did. There must have been something 
magical in the sauce. Or maybe it was all the wine we were 
drinking. 

| felt like some kind of Roman noble woman who should have 
been lounging back being fed grapes when the courses kept 
on coming. 

Duck came next. Perfectly cooked breasts with crispy skin 
and the meat still pink in the middle. It all but melted when | 
bit into it. 

"| could get used to this, Maxim." 

"You should. When we go to Russia, I’m going to employ a 
chef and he will make you whatever you want to eat, 
whenever you want it." 

| propped my chin on my hand, grinning at him across the 
table. "Even if | want rice pudding, or baked beans on toast." 


He laughed. "Even if you want butterscotch Angel Delight." 


"That sounds perfect." And it did. | loved that we could have 
all this, experience all these things, but still go home and 
just be us. | wouldn't have wanted champagne and jet- 
setting every day of the week. 


By the time Philippe brought out a plate of delicate little 
pastries and cakes, carefully stacked with cream and layered 
with chocolate, | was close to bursting. 

Still, | couldn't say no when Maxim forked off a morsel and 
held it out to me across the table. | licked my lips to make 
sure | got all the cream and Maxim cleared his throat and 
shifted in his seat. 


"You're a devilish little minx, Elizabeth." 


| laughed and reached out to scoop another forkful of 
chocolate and cream. "I have no idea what you're talking 
about Mr Toropov." 


CHAPTER 34 


Elizabeth 


| was a little surprised when Maxim took us back to 
Greenwich from the airport instead of to the Knightsbridge 
apartment, but it was where we went, right after Maxim 
called Valentin to tell him that Alaman was going to play 
ball. 


Everything Pierce had set in motion unwittingly to threaten 
the Bratva had come to a close, and | was free. Maxim and | 
could do as we pleased, at least for a little while. 


When he opened the door to his apartment, it felt like 
coming home. 


"| grew up here," Maxim said, looking faintly pleased with 
himself as he set the suitcase down and surveyed the living 
room. It might not have been all that grand, but it was his 
and | absolutely understood the appeal of that. As of that 
moment, | had precisely nowhere that | could call my own. 


"When we came over from Russia, it was all we could afford. 
And Papa and I, we decorated it all. He showed me how to 
put the wall paper up. Taught me never to pay a man for 
something you could do yourself." He shrugged. "That was 
my Papa all over." 


"What was his name?" 


"Alexei." Maxim's whole face warmed when he talked about 
him and his eyes softened in a way | didn't often see. It was 
an expression | recognized only from when we were alone 
together. 


| smiled. "I like that name." 


"It's a good Russian name for a good Russian man. He did 
the best thing for his family. He always made sure to do that. 
He taught me how to Survive. He said that it was best | 
learned how to fit in, here, in London. In the West." 


"Was it really very different." 


Maxim let out a soft laugh. "Sweetheart, you have no idea. In 
Russia if you didn't learn to bribe the right people, you 
starved. Holding onto what we had when someone more 
important wanted it. It was never going to happen. It's only 
thanks to the Bratva we got out alive." 


| reached out to trace my fingers over his face, and down to 
the scarring | knew was on the side of his chest. "This 
happened when you were a boy." 


It wasn't a question. | knew that for certain now, and | felt a 
well of sympathy rise in me for the little boy he'd been. Was 
that why we understood each other so well? We'd faced 
things in our childhoods that some adults never have. 


"Yes." His frown crumpled his brows together and he shook 
his head. "It was a long time ago." 


"I know," | said softly, but knowing that didn't stop the 
protective surge | felt towards the little boy he had been, 
and the man he was now. Maxim was bigger than me and 
stronger than me in every way and | had no doubt he would 
protect me in all the ways that he could for all the days that 
we were together, but that impulse didn't go one way. He 
was mine, and | wanted to keep him safe, keep him whole. 
Listening to Maxim talk | got the sense it wasn't something 
he talked about easily or often and | was touched that he 
was choosing to share it with me. 

"What happened to your father?" | asked softly, when he 
came to a stop. 

Maxim blinked like he'd only just realised he had an 
audience and he was seeing me there for the first time. His 


eyebrows drew together again, and he shook his head. "He 
went back to St Petersburg to try and get what was his." 


| drew in a breath, already sensing that it hadn't gone the 
way he had hoped. "What happened?" 


"He didn't succeed." 

"Did he-?" 

"He never came back. Valentin's father took care of the 
burial." 


"You've never been to his grave?" 
"No. It wasn't politically viable for me to make the journey." 


"Oh, Maxim." My heart bled for him, and as strong as he was 
being, as good as he was at making out that none of this 
touched him, | knew it did. He wouldn't have hung onto this 
apartment so fiercely if he didn't feel anything at all. 


Elizabeth 


Much later, after he'd stripped me naked and worshipped 
my body with his mouth. After he'd climbed on top of me 
and pushed inside me, hips pistoning me into the mattress 
until all | could do was shout out his name and clamp around 
him hard, drinking in the waves of cum he released deep 
inside me. Hours after that, when we were clean and 
showered and halfway presentable to the world, we went 
out. 


He took me by the hand as we strolled along Hatton Garden 
looking in the windows of all the jewellery shops at row upon 
row of glinting diamond rings. 


But Maxim didn't lead me into one of the shop fronts. 
Instead he took me along to a doorway rimmed with black 
stone. Two shiny, impenetrable black doors stopped us from 
seeing whatever was inside, and above were only the street 
numbers, in large, gold numerals. 88-90. There was no 


entryphone, but a security guard was standing outside with 
the see-through wire of a headset in his ear, and the alert, 
vigilant pose of a man who used to be in the armed services. 


"I'm here to see Yuri. Maxim Toropov. He's expecting me." 


The security guard nodded and checked in with whoever 
was on the other end of his walkie talkie in a burble of static. 


My eyes wandered to the twin signs framing the door, the 
only advertisement for whatever existed inside. Hatton 
Garden Safe Deposit Ltd. 

Maxim leaned close enough to whisper in my ear. "They fly 
diamonds in by helicopter sometimes. People hold whatever 
they want in here." 

The security guard's eyes flicked down to me, and Maxim 
moved in closer, and his hand settled posessively around my 
waist. 

Another burble of static came through and the security 
guard opened the door for us to the buzz and heavy click of 
the weighty lock being released. 


Inside, the stairs swept down from a marble entrance hall, 
instead of going up, as I'd expected, given the talk of 
helicopters and something triggered in my memory. "Isn't 
this where that robbery happened?" 

Maxim nodded. "£200 million, estimated, never found." 

| looked at him, eyes narrowed. He seemed far too pleased 
about that. 

"Did you guys have anything to do with it?" 

"Now why would you say that? They caught the men 
responsible." 

"But they never found what they took." 

Maxim's eyes glinted, and he shrugged. "Maybe they never 
looked in the right place." 


"Maxim!" The portly, balding man at the bottom of the steps 
greeted Max with a clasped handshake. "I trust our mutual 


friend Timoshenko is well." 


There was an East End twang to his accent and a little more 
flash to his suit than I'd expected from the classical frontage 
of the building. His eyes grazed over the pair of us slowly, in 
a very assessing way and | had no doubt this man did more 

with his time than manage a suite of deposit boxes. 


"| believe so, Yuri. Please, meet Elizabeth. She is doing me 
the great honour of becoming my wife. | couldn't, in good 
faith, bring her anywhere but here to choose her ring." 


"Of course you bloody couldn't. Well. Come on, come 
through. Let's see what we can get for you." 


The man had a large bunch of keys and he flipped through 
them with the efficiency of a librarian flicking through a row 
of books as he led us into the narrow entryway to a larger 
room. From floor to ceiling were locked doors the width of 
box files, all stacked horizontally one on top of the other, 
next to other square locker doors that were double the 
height, and few that were taller than that. 


He opened a few, seemingly at random and inside were dark 
black lockboxes with handles, waiting to be pulled out. 

Yuri nodded. "Go on then." 

Max took hold of the first box and pulled it out, keeping it 
flat as he moved it over to a table in the centre where the L- 
shaped room widened. 

“Deductions from your share, or the company share, today 
Mr Toropov?" 

"My share, of course." 

"Very good. I'll mark it down, once we've established the 
value. Is it loose diamonds you're after, or something ready 
to wear?" 

Maxim shrugged. "Lets see what you've got." 

"Excellent idea." Yuri nodded, and unlocked another couple 
of doors, pulling down the boxes and setting them out next 


to the first. "I think these ones should do you nicely." 


| didn't know what | was looking at when he opened the first 
box. It was full of velvet pouches, lined up in neat rows, 
filling the inside of the rectangle completely. 

Maxim plucked a bag up at random, and spilled out a trickle 
of diamonds into his palm. 


"Oh my God." My jaw hinged open as | realised that every 
single bag in the box was likely to be full of the same. 


"On the board, please Maxim. No funny business." 


“Come now Yuri, I'm not about to steal from you after all 
this." 


“Better for all of us you handle them right then." 


Maxim snorted softly, but he strewed the dozen or so 
diamonds out onto the velvet covered board that Yuri had 
supplied. 

They were a mixture of cuts, all glinting and beautiful, just 
waiting to be inserted into a ring, and when the light hit 
them, the rainbow prisms in the sparkle was amazing. | 
didn't think I'd ever seen anything quite like it. 

"You have the gradings for each stone?" 


"Of course. They have serial numbers. We can match them 
to the certificates." 

"Getting them set won't be a problem?" 

Yuri smiled. "My friend, | can send you to the right people, 
you just let your fiance take a seat and have a look at all the 
options." 

He pulled out a chair | hadn't noticed was tucked into the 
table, and Maxim stood back out of my way. | felt like some 
kind of princess picking out her jewels, and it was so surreal 
it almost felt like it was happening to somebody else. 


"Are these all yours?" | asked Maxim, looking up at him in 
awe. 


The pair of them smiled at me and Yuri let out a little, muted 
laugh. 


"You probably don't want to know the full answer to that, Liz. 
| have a share. That's all that matters." 

A little prickle went up my spine. | understood exactly what 
he wasn't saying. Somehow, in some capacity, Maxim and 
Yuri had both helped out with the heist that happened here, 
and now their cut, along with what | assumed was the 
Bratva's was stored here, right where it had been stolen from 
all along. 


| weighed the information, and realized | didn't feel bad. This 
was thrilling, to be sitting here picking out my engagement 
ring from a secret stash of jewels lost to the world, because 
they'd been so cleverly stolen away. 

| rolled one of the diamonds over, under my finger, surprised 
by the sharpness of the cut. The way it flashed in the harsh 
artificial light was wonderful. Eye catching. 

| sat up straighter in the chair and pushed the velvet board 
away. "I want to see the rest. Show me everything." 


There was a range of jewellery, necklaces and brooches, 
earrings dripping in diamonds and pearls. And then there 
were the rings. 


Yuri pulled them out on two display boards. "They can all be 
resized, or reset completely. You have your standard 
diamond solitaires over here. Princess cut, as large as you 
like. Safe choice. Double and triple stone rings. These are a 
favourite, where the two stones twine around each other, or 
bypass each other. They can have a double snake head 
worked into the metal. Might not be what you're after. Pave 
diamonds. Eternity rings. Then into your sapphires and your 
rubies. Aguamarines." 


Everything was fussy. The stones stood out too high. Glinted 
too much. | picked up a slim band with a tiny, flat-set stone 


and slid it onto my finger. | squinted at it, trying to see 
whether it fit there. 

To me it looked like a child's ring. Maxim must have agreed. 
He put his hand on my shoulder, fingers squeezing at the 
tendons that sloped up towards my neck. "It's your wedding 
ring you don't take off. You're not going to be boxing in it, 
luv." 

"I know that," | murmured, casting him a glare, even though 
| was privately glad he'd reminded me. 


This was for show. It was for everything he meant to me and 
everything we were going to be together. 

| picked out a sapphire and diamond ring where the 
emerald-cut stone was so deeply blue it was almost black, 
on each side smaller baguette cut diamonds sloped away 
from the central stone in a geometric design towards the 
curve of the band. 

"Very nice. Edwardian. Burmese Sapphire. Platinum." 


"Yuri, you missed your calling. You should have been up 
there selling this stuff." 

His smile glinted. "Before all this, | was. You lot pay better, 
for much less risk." 

| slipped it onto my finger, drawing in a surprised breath 
when in slipped perfectly over my knuckle and nestled in at 
the base of my finger as though it was always meant to go 
there. 

| held my hand out in front of me, and the urge to smile was 
incredible. "It's perfect." 

| looked to Max, already knowing it was the one, and he was 
smiling too. 

"This one?" 

"Yes. This one." 

Yuri nodded, already sweeping the rest of the things he'd let 
me pour over back into the dark black boxes. 


"Excellent choice. I'll mark it up in the ledger. Anything else 
you need to look at while you're here?" 

Max shook his head. "Not today thank you, Yuri. I'm fully 
equipped with all the firepower I need for the time being." 


"Right then. Whenever you're ready, I'll escort you back to 
the surface." 


| practically floated my way up to the street. | couldn't stop 
looking down at the ring on my finger, and then at Maxim, 
knowing that he was my fiance. That he was going to be my 
husband, and come what may, I'd get to be with him forever. 


CHAPTER 35 


Elizabeth 


| blinked and two weeks had gone by. Blinked again and it 
was nearly a month. Or that's what it felt like, anyway. 


Everything was perfect in a way my life hadn't been for 
years. With Sutherland dead, | had freedom. It was worth the 
occasional nightmare, where | woke myself up convinced he 
was still going after me with the paper weight, or that he 
was wrestling Maxim's gun off me, trying to turn it onto me. 


Every single time | woke, Maxim was there, holding me close 
until my breathing eased, letting me cling to him. Whether it 
was tears, or shaking with fear, or shouting at him in anger, 
Maxim took it all without a word. He never made me talk 
about it, but | knew he understood and he'd listen when | 
wanted to. If | ever did. To me it seemed like there was 
nothing that couldn't be solved with his kisses to soothe it 
all away. 


| was so glad | hadn't managed to carry out my plans alone. 
I'd never thought them all the way through, beyond getting 
ahold of a gun from Ben. | thought | was ready to tough out 
prison, but | never considered there would be a personal 
impact when it came to ending the man who'd ruined my 
life. 

Maxim might have known better, but he never rubbed it in. 
His observation of me never stopped - as though he'd 
developed some almost supernatural way of reading me 
without me having to say a thing, from all that time 
watching me from across the street, and he pushed me when 
| needed it, reeled me back in when | went too far. 


We were becoming a real team by the time the summer 
started warming up, and we fell into a kind of routine. | 
loved it. 


Maxim would rattle off emails in the early morning, almost 
before the sun was up. He'd come back to bed and claim me, 
slow and lazy, while | was still waking up like that time in 
the hotel in Geneva, and then we'd shower together. 


We'd spend an hour in the room we used as a gym, on the 
machines or using weights, or more often, with pads and 
gloves in another sparring session that more often than not 
would lead to Maxim ripping off my leggings and pounding 
me into the floor, or up against the wall so | had to cling 
onto him to hold myself up. 


| couldn't imagine going without sex with Maxim. It was such 
a huge part of my life with him. His body was all for me, his 
large, powerful frame always ready to pin me down and 
drive his gorgeous, huge cock into me. It thrilled me that 
every time | wanted him, he was throbbing and ready, hard 
as glass. | was addicted to him, and he was addicted to me 
and there wasn't a minute that went by that | wasn't 
thinking about him taking me all over again, or the way he 
touched me, or kissed me, or did such clever, clever things 
with his hands and his mouth and his tongue. 


| didn't think it could go on forever, but it showed no signs of 
stopping and when it came to him, my libido was super 
powered. | loved his cock inside me. It had to be made to fit 
me. | got such pleasure from him sliding in slow. And even 
more when he thrust in hard, hilt deep, making me cry out 
with the force of the sparks shooting through me. 


| was never going to get enough of him and | couldn't 
imagine ever letting another man take his place. | knew | 
was wrecked and ruined. | had to have him forever, so that 
we could live like this always. | know he wanted that too. 


We'd go out after breakfast and work the day on surveillance 
or reconnaissance or just gathering intel to send back to 
Valentin. Sometimes Maxim would have to make an 
approach and he'd leave me wherever we'd set up our 
lookout station, watching him through military grade binos. 


Other times, he'd send me for simple handovers, or to get 
ahold of information that could be wheedled from some 
security guard with the right kind of smile. He taught me 
how to turn bumping into someone into planting a tracker. 
Taught me how to dismantle and reassemble a handgun in 
under ninety seconds. How to carry a knife. How to use it. 
And, more importantly, how to disarm someone else who 
had one, before they could stab me. 


He taught me things that boxing didn't. How to fight dirty 
and efficiently, how to cause the most amount of pain ina 
way that left you in control rather than royally pissing your 
opponent off. 


And then | found myself crouched over the toilet bowl, 
heaving up my breakfast two mornings in a row. 


The first time, Maxim had been out getting coffee. | assumed 
something about dinner the night before hadn't agreed with 
me. 


The second time | only just made it to the bathroom, and he 
sat next to me on the tiles, holding my hair out of my face, 
entirely unnecessarily given it was too short to cause a 
problem. Then he scooped me up and put me straight to 
bed, setting me up with bottles and bottles of electrolytes 
and just about anything else | could have wanted before he 
headed out of the door, full of profuse apologies that he 
couldn't call off the job. 


| knew he couldn't. The approach was meant to be today and 
we needed to time it right so he agreed. 

| was glad Maxim left me to it, because just like it had the 
day before, the sickness faded once I'd drunk enough water 


and eaten a slice of dry toast. 


| called Cassie, feeling a little panic rise in me as she picked 
up the phone. 


"Hello Stranger," she greeted me with a smile in her voice. 
"Hi Cass. I've missed you." 


"I bloody hope not. We've been getting on fine without you. 
How are you doing, pet?" 


"Good. Really good. It's great." 


Cassie let the silence hang between us for a long beat that | 
didn't know how to fill. "... But?" 


| drew a breath in. She'd always known how to read me. Just 
like Maxim, thought maybe not as well as he did. "I think | 
need to take a pregnancy test." 


Saying it out loud brought out a jumble of emotions, and 
before | knew it, tears had crested and were rolling down my 
cheeks. 


"Oh, honey. Don't cry. It's okay. You don't know anything 
yet." 


But | did. | knew bone deep that | had Maxim's child growing 
inside me. It made perfect sense. We'd been going at it like 
rabbits since we met and he probably thought | was on the 
pill or something, but | wasn't and | hadn't cared because | 
wanted him so badly. And | wanted to be his forever. 


But what was | going to do with a baby? We were supposed 
to go off into the sunset and be hitmen together, to carry on 
working for the Bratva as a unified pair. There wasn't room in 
that for playing house. 


| couldn't stay in the country after my stunt with the mopeds 
firmly put me in the frame for involvement with Sutherland's 
disappearance. And Maxim would have never wanted that 
anyway. He'd already told me he went wherever he was 
needed, at the drop of a hat. 


With his baby in me, | couldn't be the woman he wanted. 
But his child was something | hadn't realised I'd needed so 
badly until just now. | sniffed hard, trying to pull myself 
together, trying not to beat myself up for being so stupid. 
"Can you bring me a test?" 

"Of course I can. You stay there. Give me the address, I'll 


come and find you." 
KKK KK 


Good to her word, Cassie turned up on the doorstep less 
than forty minutes later, clutching a white paper bag with a 
green cross on the outside of it. 

She looked around with undisguised awe as she stepped 
into the hall. "This place is alright, isn't it? Who robbed what 
bank?" 

| shrugged a little awkwardly. "I don't think it was a bank." 
"Christ, Elizabeth. Who is this guy?" 

"You don't want to know, Cass. He's very good to me, that's 
all that matters." 

Her lips pinched together, thin, and she didn't look 
altogether convinced." You're calling me in tears because 
you think he's knocked you up." 

| shook my head. "It's not like that. | love him. He loves me. | 
just - | don't think a baby was in the plans. Not yet." 

She let out another heavy sigh. "You don't have to keep it." 

| shook my head. "Yes | do. It's ours. And | want that so 
much. I just... don't Know how to make it work." 

Cassie's eyes softened and she handed the bag over to me. 
"If you have to, you'll find a way. You're good at doing that." 
Suddenly the last thing in the world | needed to do was pee. 
"Go on then." 

"Right." 

"I'll tell you something, whoever's making these things isn't 
hurting for cash." 


| grimaced. "I'll pay you back." 
Cassie shook her head. "Pfft. You just try it." 


The instructions on the packet seemed overly complicated 
and | read them all twice over with my knickers around my 
ankles, then tore into the plasticated foil of the packet and 
uncapped the lid on the flat, plastic thing that looked 
vaguely like a marker pen gone wrong. 


| managed to avoid peeing all over myself, which was pretty 
good given how much my hands had started to shake, and 
then | sat and watched the small window in disbelief as a 
strong pink line developed, getting darker and darker by the 
second, right next to the first line. 

"Oh my God, I'm having a baby." 

Cassie's face was a carefully neutral when | came out of the 
bathroom again, and held the stick out to her. But her smile 
welled in brightly, as soon as | let out a laugh, my grin 
taking over. 


How could this have been anything else, when I'd felt like I'd 
been walking on air for weeks? 

"I'm having a baby, Cassie." 

"Oh sweetheart, yes you are." 

"Maxim's going to be a daddy." 

Now all | needed to figure out was how to tell him that all the 
plans we'd been making had to change. | had to hope it 
wouldn't bring everything crashing down. For all he said he 
wanted me, his whole life revolved around the Bratva. Before 
| came along, he hadn't had room in his life for anyone else. 
In me he saw a partner, and | wanted to be one to him. | 
wanted to be there with him through every job he was sent 
on. 

| didn't want to bring up a child from hotel room to hotel 
room, safe house to safe house, surrounded by weapons and 
violence. But | didn't want to give Maxim up either. 


It was wonderful news, | just hoped he'd see it that way too. | 
didn't think I'd be able to take losing everything if it wasn't 
what he wanted. 

| took Cassie's hand and she must have seen the worry in my 
eyes because she squeezed my hand in hers. "Don't tell 
anyone yet, will you Cassie? | want to be the one to let 
Maxim know." 

"Of course. | wouldn't do that. Your secret is safe with me." 


CHAPTER 36 


Maxim 


One minute everything was fine. We were hand in hand in 
Kensington Gardens, enjoying the downtime before the next 
job came in, walking past the statue of Peter Pan and the 
rose gardens like a million other couples in love. The next, | 
spotted the two goons who'd been hanging around outside 
the Knightsbridge apartment, and | realised it wasn't just me 
being paranoid. 

They'd followed us in, past the Diana Memorial Park, and 
they'd come all the way here, skirting around in front of us. 
My instincts were prickling and | had a primal need to 
protect Elizabeth bubbling up in me. 

| slipped my arm around her waist and changed direction, 
walking faster as | turned her along a different path, away 
from them before they saw her. The last thing | planned on 
doing was letting the FSB do an unnecessary clean up. 

| had my mobile out in a fraction of a second. | didn't care 
what time it was in Russia, Valentin needed to sort this out 
immediately. 

"Maxim, what's going on? | thought we were going to walk to 
Speaker's Corner?" Elizabeth asked. 

"Change of plan. I'll explain later, luv. We need to leave the 
park now." 

The phone was still ringing, and when the call finally 
connected, | didn't give Valentin time to draw breath. 
"Listen Valentin, | have two fucking FSB officers doing a piss 
poor job of following me. You're going to want to speak to 


whoever owns the bulldogs and call them off before they do 
something stupid." 


"What?" Valentin at least sounded passably outraged. That 
was something. If only a professional courtesy. "Maxim calm 
down. | didn't know anything about that." 


We'd been friends for a long while, but there was a chance 
I'd gotten him wrong. This could be a retirement present 
he'd arranged for me. After all, | knew about every single hit 
the Bratva had arranged. That was some dangerous 
information to have if | wasn't on the payroll any longer. 
Maybe Valentin was more ruthless than I'd given him credit 
for. 


"That's all well and good mate, but if one of them tries 
anything with Elizabeth, I'm going to have a problem. Do 
you hear me? And then it's going to be your problem, 
because you're going to be the one who has to explain to 
the President why their entrails are scattered all over 
Kensington fucking Gardens, do | make myself clear?" 
"Maxim. Calm down." 

"Do not tell me to fucking calm down. You need to bloody 
tell them she's not a threat. You need to do it now Valentin, 
or | swear to God, you're going to regret it." 

| thought he had a code, but that was before we had two 
Russian agents trailing us around London. Threatening the 
woman who meant everything to me. 

"This ends today, Valentin. | mean it." 

Elizabeth's eyes had gotten rounder and rounder with every 
word | said and her grip on my arm tightened as she glanced 
over her shoulder. 

| snapped the call with Valentin off abruptly. "Don't look at 
them. Keep walking. We're fine. They're not going to get 
anywhere near us." 

"Maxim, they've both got guns." 


"And there is no way they have authorisation to open fire in 
a public space in a country where they don't have 
jurisdiction. Especially not on a British subject." 


| met her eyes and she nodded just before we set off ata 
faster pace, jogging rather than walking. 


"Just up here, we get to the Italian Gardens. We make a 
sprint for it, and we're away to Lancaster Gate. " 


| didn't know if it was going to work. Running away had 
never been my style, but this wasn't that this was evasion. 
As soon as Elizabeth was out of harm's way, I'd come back 
and finish the pair of them. 


But Elizabeth let out a gasp, doubled over and when | looked 
back she was breathing hard and her face was flushed and 
pale. 

"Maxim." She grimaced, double over and clutching her belly. 
"Oh God." This wasn't the Elizabeth | knew. 


Seeing her in pain was the worst thing in the world. | didn't 
care what caused it and | didn't stop to find out. Without a 
moment's pause, | scooped her up into my arms and headed 
straight to Lancaster Gate tube station, running as fast as | 
could. 


| powered down the steps, setting her down just before the 
barrier and one stern look at the station guard was enough 
for him to swipe the gate open for us. 


"Wise choice." | wouldn't have argued with me either. 


| pushed through the tourists, to the far end of the platform, 
holding Elizabeth to my chest. The weekend was almost as 
crowded as the middle of rush hour on some lines, and the 
Central Line in summer was the worst of them all. If only 
because of the thick, hot, dirty air that shunted through the 
tunnels in front of every train, heated up by the engines, 
with no opportunity to cool. 


Sweat was glistening on Elizabeth's top lip and three people 
got up to give her a seat when | glared down the length of 


the train. 

Elizabeth slumped down, and | crouched in front of her, 
steadying myself with the metal pole at the end of the row. 
"What's going on? Are you okay?" 

She shook her head. "I'm fine." 

| didn't believe it. There was fear in her eyes. 

"Elizabeth. Do you need a doctor?" 

She shook her head, but her eyes had turned wide and 


glassy and her hand darted up to cover over her mouth. "I 
think it's the baby." 


"The baby?" | echoed her dumbly, blindsided by a rush of 
emotions. Sheer, utter joy. | was going to be a father? Abject 
fear. There was something wrong. "Jesus Elizabeth why 
didn't you say something?" 

She sniffed hard, shaking her head. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. | 
thought - I didn't know if you wanted-" 

| growled, cupping the back of her head roughly and pulling 
her in for a possessive kiss, my fingers tangled into her short 
hair. "I do. | always will." 

She let out a sob, burying her head against my shoulder 
wrapping me up in her arms. "Oh God, Max. What if they're 
something wrong?" 

That was a possibility | couldn't think about. 

When the next station came, | hoisted her up like she was 
the most precious parcel in the word and carried her off the 
train. 

"Come on. We need to get you home. And then I'm calling 
the doctor." 

"But Max, | can't risk-" 

“Our doctor, Liz. She's not going to give you away to 
anybody. | promise. We need to get our baby happy again, 
don't we?" 


Elizabeth 


Back in Knightsbridge, | almost wished we were in the little 
flat in Greenwich, when Maxim forcibly bundled me into bed 
and wouldn't let me so much as make a cup of tea myself. 
The company doctor visited and she looked a little surprised 
to find she was dealing with potential pregnancy 
complications rather than some kind of wound stitching, 
which one glance into her medical bag told me she'd come 
prepared for. 

She told me she was called Dr Petrova and started to 
examine me all the same. 

"How are you feeling, Elizabeth? Any pains?" she asked as 
she pumped up the cuff to test my blood pressure. 

| shook my head. "No." Since we got in, they'd subsided and 
| felt a little foolish now that there were two people fussing 
over me. 

"Any bleeding?" 

"No. | just felt like | was going to pass out." 

She nodded, and | was glad to see that the frown than had 
taken over her face had eased. "We can do a blood test, just 
to make sure. And | can get an ultrasound machine up here 
SO we can have a look and double check what's going on, 
but I think both you and thebaby are fine." 


"Really?" 

"Really." 

In the doorway of the bedroom, | saw Maxim sag visibly. 
"Thank God." 

When he closed the door behind Dr Petrova, he came back 
into the bedroom and sat down, and took my hand in his 


large palms, stroking over the stone of my engagement ring 
like he was trying to wear the shine off it. 


“Let's get married." 

"| already said yes, Max, remember? You don't have to ask 
me again." 

"No, | mean, let's go to the register office and make it legal." 
"What? Why?" 

He smoothed his hand over my belly, lingering there before 
he made a grab for my hip and pulled me down the bed 


enough that he could close his mouth possessively over 
mine. 


"Because you have our child inside you. And you need to be 
my wife right now. We can't do this any longer. Run around 
with people shooting. Not when we have a family. | have to 
find another way. And | need to know you're with me." 


| swallowed hard, trying to stem the sting of tears that were 
threatening to creep into my eyes. I'd been so worried about 
the life that | knew was growing inside me, and what it 
would mean for our future together. I'd thought that Max 
hadn't wanted the kind of life that involved settling down, 
but | was so, So wrong. 


"I'm with you Maxim. I'm always with you." | couldn't believe 
the sacrifices he was making, all for me. Without the Bratva, 
St Petersburg wasn't an option. We'd be walking away from 
all the perks the company gave him and | couldn't stay in 
London, even under my new name. My face was too 
recognisable for me to hide in plain sight. 

But Maxim didn't seem to care about any of that. 


"Good. Then I will go and sort our government friends out. 
And then we will have to plan how the rest of our lives are 
going to go. Together." 


CHAPTER 37 


Elizabeth 


| could only imagine how much string pulling it must have 
taken to get the Kensington and Chelsea Registrar Office, at 
the Chelsea Town hall, with its columns and sweeping steps 
at any kind of short notice. | knew the place was booked out 
for months and months, if you didn't have the right 
connections. 


But Maxim managed it. 


A few days after our encounter with the FSB in the park and 
my scare over the baby, he announced he couldn't wait any 
longer to marry me. 


At first | thought he was reacting to the baby - doing the 
right thing - but then I heard him on the phone to his 
contacts, putting pressure on like getting the most beautiful 
civil venue in London for our wedding held the same 
importance to him as the reason he'd found me in the first 
place. This wasn't duty. He wanted our wedding day to be as 
close to perfection as it could be. 

"They say we can have it out of hours," he grumbled, 
hanging up the phone with irritation rising off him like 
steam and | stepped in closer to him, curling my arms 
around his chest. 


"That sounds perfect." 


| didn't care that it was out of hours. That the columned 
facade of the building would be all lit up, and the curved 
steps down from it would lead out onto the deserted Kings 
Road, which was far better than colliding with a bunch of 
shoppers who'd just come out of Peter Jones. 


| loved the bustle of London, but having it to ourselves at a 
time when the city was sleepy made it all the more special, 
unique. 


"We can fill the place with candles." 


Maxim's scowl softened. "That sounds alright. No one else is 
going to say their vows by candle light." 


Maybe it wasn't the wedding | might have dreamed of 
growing up, but I'd put away so many fantasies that | would 
never have. This was everything | wanted as a woman who 
hadno longer believed in fairy tales. It was going to get my 
happy ending, and | couldn't wait for it to be real. 


"As long as | have flowers, and a beautiful dress, and Cassie 
and Mitch there, then | don't need anything else. All | want is 
to be your wife." 


"All | want is to be your husband." 


| smiled at him. "Then let's get married, Maxim. What are we 
waiting for?" 


Maxim 


Cassie helped me deck the entire building out with flowers. 
Lilies and roses in deep, dark colors that suited Elizabeth far 
more than the pastel and white shades the florists tried to 
offer. She was as pure as snow when I'd met her, but she'd 
lived through too much to ever be called delicate again, and 
| loved her steely strength. This day, this evening, was 
something | put my heart into, because it wasn't just 
Elizabeth | was making mine, this was about our child 
always having a family too. 


| made sure we had a photographer, because | wanted to 
remember every moment, right from when she got out of the 
black cab, holding her bouquet and climbed the steps to 
come inside and meet me. 


She was beaming ear to ear, looking perfect and stylish and 
far, far too trendy for me in a little fifties style dress that 
nipped in with a broad belt at the waist and hugged her 
hips, shoulders bare like some kind of film star. Lipstick red 
to match her shoes. A little hat instead of a veil. 


She looked like a million dollars and change. | was the 
luckiest man alive. 


Next to her, Cassie had on dress pants and a silky blouse 
and even Mitch had squeezed himself into a suit and tie. 


The registrar explained all the legals bits and asked us 
questions ahead of funneling our small party into the 
ceremony room. We read out legal vows from a piece of 
paper. No one mentioned that it was odd Elizabeth already 
had my surname. 


Maybe it should have meant less than it did, being a civil 
ceremony in the town hall, but those vows were like a 
magical spell, and they had power running right through 
them. 

When | said I'd have her and hold her, in sickness and health 
until death do us part, | felt the gravity of it all go right 
through me. Grounding me, binding us together. Elizabeth 
welled up, pretty dark eyes glinting up at me. 

"Christ, Love, don't cry." 

She sniffed hard, wiping her tears away and shook her head, 
laughing at herself. "I'm just so happy." 

"Me too." 

We said | do, and Cassie let out a shout and there was a 
cloud of rose petals showering down. 

Somehow we were jogging down the steps, wrapped up in 
each other's arms, ducking for cover under an umbrella 
Mitch held out because the heavens had decided to open. 
Elizabeth stopped right there in the middle of the Kings 
Road and kissed me, long and deep until | pulled her hard 


up against me, hands at the small of her back, wanting to 
pull her so close there was no distance between us at all. 
"You know what this is?" | asked her, and Elizabeth shook 
her head. 

"God's crying, because I’m your husband now, and | bet you 
he was hoping to keep you for himself." 


CHAPTER 38 


Maxim 


"You're going to need to find another torpedo, Valentin." 

His face went very still and he leaned forward towards the 
screen, swishing the glass he had in his hand. The amber 
coloured liquid looked like cognac and if | knew wealthy 
Russians, it would be. No one keen to show off their wealth 
and status drank Vodka in the motherland any longer. Other 
spirits were preferred. They showed a more discerning 
palate, demonstrated a bigger bank balance. "I think | didn't 
hear you properly, Maxim." 

"You did. | need to reevaluate my career choices." 

Valentin frowned at me through the screen, and | was quite 
glad we weren't in the same room. The man clearly had a 
few choice words he would have shared, if he thought 
threatening me was worth it, but that became harder to do 
over such a distance. 

"It's this girl, yes? All of my best men are finding love." 

"It's more than that, Valentin. I'm going to be a father." 

His eyes lit up and he raised his glass. "Congratulations my 
friend!" 

| nodded, unable to keep the proud smile from stealing onto 
my face. | had a long history with Valentin and | could tell he 
was truly happy for me, despite the fallout that came with 
the news. 

"You will want time off, of course. We can arrange that. There 
is no need to cut everything off completely, Maxim. We 
understand these things. You are like family to us." 


"I know. | owe you a lot. But | won't be able to work out of 
London any longer. Elizabeth has to leave. | will go with her." 


"Where to?" 
"I have some options." 


Valentin's frown wrinkled. "No. This will not do. You will go to 
Miami. Enjoy the beach. Elizabeth will have the baby. You 
will spend time together. She will recover. Everyone goes to 
Miami. In two-three months, you will be desperate for me to 
send you another name." 


| shook my head. "I don't think so, Valentin." 
"No? You will, what work a security job? So do that for us." 


"| don't want to travel around all over the place. | want to 
see my child grow up." 


He let out a breath. "I understand. That's disappointing. 
Timoshenko will be sad to hear that." 


| nodded. "It's a shame. We've worked well together." 


He let out a controlled breath and he rubbed at the back of 
his neck, leaning forward. "Is there anything we can do to 
change your mind, Maxim, brother to brother. | would hate 
for you to step out from under our roof." 


| shook my head. "I don't think so, Valentin. Elizabeth wants 
to be by my side. She wants a proper home." 


"Where will you go?" 
"I want to go to Russia." 


Valentin nodded slowly and he took another sip of his drink. 
"It's a good place to be, for men like us. But it is always nice 
to travel. To see the world. You should go to Miami," he said 
again, and this time there was a different quality in his 
voice. Over the years I'd learned to pick out the slightly 
arrogant tone that seeped into his orders when he had a 
plan brewing. "For the baby. They have good healthcare. We 
will pay. It will be... a farewell from Timoshenko. A golden 
handshake - is this how you say?" 


| nodded, but | wasn't sure whether it was a good thing to be 
offered all of this. "What are you planning?" 


Valentin pulled an entirely unconvincing look of innocence. 
"I have no plan. | don't know what you think of me Maxim. | 
am just a very good boss." 


"Yeah, yeah." 


His smile twinkled. "I do, however, have some property in St 
Petersburg you may find yourself interested in. For when you 
want to settle with your new family, after Yelizaveta is ready 
to travel." 


| cocked my head to one side. "St Petersburg in Stanislav 
Pavlenko's territory." 


Valentin shrugged, lips flickering into the slimmest of smiles. 
"What does this matter to you? You will be retired." 


| leaned in, resting my weight on my folded arms as | looked 
into the camera at the top of the laptop. 


"We'd need protection." 

"Of course. | have a man in mind. He... comes with the 
house. You will not be inconvenienced." 

"It's a large problem to solve, for one man, Valentin. Getting 
rid of Pavlenko. It could get very messy." 


He let out a laugh. "I am not Timoshenko, Maxim. | would 
simply benefit from some... information while you are 
making your home in St Petersburg. No wet work. It might 
benefit from... a woman's touch." 


| stared at him. Was this the coup I'd been waiting for? 
Valentin starting to make his move. It was a lot to offer for 
nothing in return, and | knew him well enough to know he 
wasn't doing that. 

But | also knew I didn't need to take him up on it, unless | 
wanted to. | had enough to relocate and get us settled 
comfortably. Enough to tide us over while | found work. 


Elizabeth was a different matter. She'd be limited until she 
could learn Russian well enough to get by. 

It would be very convenient to have a line of work to fall 
into. | Knew Elizabeth would jump at the chance, and as long 
as | could be there to ensure her safety, everything would be 
fine. But | had my doubts, it was potentially a pressure- 
cooker waiting to explode. 

Valentin kept his cards close to his chest, who knew whether 
he had the right people in the right places to execute a 
smooth, business takeover. 

"Are you sure you know what you're doing, Valentin?" 

The man laughed again and knocked back the rest of his 
glass. "I am offering my friend a beautiful house and a 
bodyguard to protect his beautiful family, while he relocates 
to a country he has not set foot in since he was a boy. What 
is there for me to know? | think that you are seeing things 
that are not there, Maxim." 

| shook my head, grin rising. "You forget, Valentin. It's my job 
to do that." 

He nodded shortly. "And you will not lose that talent, | 
hope." 


CHAPTER 39 


Elizabeth 


| woke up as we started our descent, a little bleary but 
nowhere near as awful as | would have felt if I'd been back in 
coach, crammed in with everybody else. | yawned, 
unravelling myself from the blanket and turning the bed 
back into a seat as the pretty flight attendant asked me to. | 
looked over to see Maxim smiling at me and he reached out 
and took my hand. 


"| love you, Elizabeth. Both of you." 


My sapphire and diamond ring glinted in the cabin lights 
and he smoothed my palm over the slight swell of my belly 
that was only going to grow over the coming months. Out of 
the window the sun was coming up over the Florida Keys. | 
never wanted to let go of his hand. 


There was something in his voice that struck me deeply and 
| felt the certainty that everything was going to work out 
just fine wash over me. It must have been my swirling 
hormones, because | felt tears welling in my eyes. 


"We both love you too." 


The wheels touched down on the runway and | breathed a 
sigh of relief that | hadn't realised I'd been holding in. This 
was everything | ever wanted and London was a place | 
never had to see again. The future held only brightness and 
love, and | had with me the only things that really mattered: 
my husband, my future child and all the pictures of my 
mother that I'd held onto for so long. 


The jet fuel and burnt rubber on the tarmac that filled my 
lungs when the cabin doors opened smelled just like 


freedom. This was the start of the rest of our lives together, 
and | couldn't wait for it to begin. 


EPILOGUE 


Elizabeth 
Six Months Later 


From the bed | could just see the sunlight glinting off the 
ocean and the impossible blue of the sky. Leaning against 
the pillows, | rested my eyes, letting the blissfully cool 
breeze from the air conditioning waft over me. 

This was paradise. It had to be. 

| didn't care how many royals had pushed out their babies in 
St Mary's Hospital, or the Portland, in London. Even if I'd 
been able to stay there without getting myself arrested, | 
wouldn't swap that view out of the window for gray skies 
and grubby concrete, even if you paid me. 

It might not have mattered so much through last night, 
when I was in the throws of labor, but it had been a perfect 
lead up to the birth and this private hospital was more like a 
hotel. Maxim had been with me the entire time. 

And now we had all the space and time we wanted before we 
went back to the apartment we'd been renting. 

| was more exhausted than I'd ever been in my life, but also 
the most happy. 

Maxim was standing at the window with a camera in one 
hand, and | knew he could see the pale sand of the beach, 
far below. All the people down there like ants, until he got 
his zoom lens on them. 

"Max, you're not supposed to be working." 

He looked back to me, smile rising as he walked back over to 
the bed. "Sweetheart, my love, | am documenting the first 


day of our son's life." 

"You better be." 

He set the camera down and stalked back towards me, 
leaning in to take a long, indulgent kiss. "You are the most 
beautiful woman in the world, and the yummiest mummy | 
have ever met." 


He scooped up the tiny, pink-skinned bundle, wrapped in 
white blankets from the plastic hospital crib next to the bed 
and sat next to me on the bed, leaning in, so we could both 
stare adoringly at the tiny miracle we'd created. 


His little hat was almost too big for him and he was the most 
exquisite creature I'd ever seen. Holding him made 
something in my chest shift painfully, like the world was 
realigning to centre itself around him, and | didn't have 
words to describe the feelings it brought up in me to see 
Maxim with our son cradled so carefully in his large arms. 
"He's perfect," | whispered, stroking over his tiny nose with 
the tip of my finger, and watching him stir slightly at the 
contact. Already | could see Max's features starting to show 
prominence and | ducked my head down to breath in the 
perfect smell of him, warmth and skin and newness. 


"What's your name, little man?" Maxim asked him softly. 

| already knew. "Alexei. Alex for short." 

Maxim smiled. "I like that. Alexei Maximovich Toropov. May 
he be the first of many sons." 

"Or daughters," | protested softly. 

Max tilted his head and nodded. "Or daughters." 

Alexei squirmed slightly, mouth gaping open on a yawn that 
turned to him rooting towards me and Maxim handed him 
over as | helped him latch onto my swollen breast. 
Everything was how it was supposed to be. 

We'd stay in Florida as long as we wanted, until the seasons 
turned, Max said. Russia was better in the summer. St 


Petersburg was perfect when the flowers were in bloom. 


On the side were the text books we'd been going through 
together, starting to teach me the alphabet along with 
enough conversation to get by and | was soaking it up like a 
sponge. 

| was a mother now as well as a wife, and | was just as 
involved with the Bratva as Maxim was ever going to be. | 
knew what was coming, what Valentin had planned, and | 
was ready to be right by Maxim's side when it happened, 
doing all | could. Without them, Maxim never would have 
found me. | owed them everything | had. 


"Tell me about the house in St Petersburg again?" 


Maxim draped his arm along the headboard of the bed, over 
my shoulders, looking down into Alexei's face just like | was. 
Neither of us could take our eyes off him. He had us fully 
transfixed and | didn't mind in the slightest. 

"It sits in a walled garden with a tall gate that you walk 
through from the street, or drive inside. It's tall. Three 
stories, and the attic. Windows either side of the door, with 
shutters on them. When you come in the front door there's a 
staircase that sweeps down. It's beautiful. Upstairs there is 
plenty of room for a nursery. Where Alexei will have all his 
toys." 

"And downstairs, we can make an office and a room for 
weapons." 

Maxim's smile glinted. "You are the perfect wife for me." 

| rested my head against his shoulder. "Oh, | know. And 
you're the perfect husband." 


This was the start of the rest of our lives together, and it was 
going to be amazing. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


Maxim 
One Year Later 


The sunlight glinted on the water, reflecting rays sharply 
back against the stark white of the deck of the boat Roman 
had let us use for our adventure. He'd come along to help 
me skipper, but | was more than comfortable at the helm, 
with a cold beer in my hand and Elizabeth and Alexei, our 
son, in my sight line. 

She looked stunning sitting out on the front of the boat in 
from the side in case of waves. But there weren't going to be 
any. The ocean was calm and tame. And that was a bloody 
good job because | was distracted by her sinfully cutaway 
swimsuit and the perfect swell of her rounded breasts, still 
engorged with milk from feeding our son. 


| loved her body before she had our child and | loved seeing 
her pregnant, Knowing she was growing him and now | was 
even more in awe than | thought | could be that her beauty 
and strength could soften and bend to provide everything 
he could ever require. Watching the way the rest of the 
world seemed to shrink right down when she was with our 
son was such an amazing thing. 


Her large floppy sun hat was shading both of them, and 
Alexei had on a little cap too. His chubby cheeks were 
smeared with suncream so he didn't burn. But Elizabeth 
took most of my focus. Between her large sunglasses and 
the sinful cut-out bathing suit she had on, she looked like 
some kind of movie star and | thanked God for the 
thousandth time that we were put together by fate. As 


always, | was overcome by how much | wanted her. | always 
wanted her, and | didn't see any signs of that ever stopping. 


She looked up and everything in me glowed with pride and 
possessiveness when she raised Alexei's hand to wave at 
me, pointing over towards me to show him where | was. 


"Look Alexei, can you see Daddy driving the boat?" 


| waved back and Alexei let out a shriek of a laugh, waving 
his hands up and down in the air. 


Our son was strapping and healthy, beating all the height 
percentiles for his twelve months. | couldn't have been 
prouder of him. The love | felt for our child was a power | had 
never imagined could be real. Elizabeth was my world and 
he was the first star in our sky. | planned for there to bea 
whole constellation. 


Behind me, in the back of the boat, one of Roman's staff was 
grilling up marlin steaks and Alexei's godparents, Mitch and 
Cassie were looking on with interest. Valentin had flown 
them out, making sure there was someone to look out for 
Mitch's gym while he was away and we'd been showing 
them the Florida life while it was still ours. . 


It was worth the negotiations just to see Elizabeth's face. 
She might not have had any blood relatives, apart from our 
child, but | knew these two meant a lot to her, and if | could 
make it happen, they'd be as welcome in our home as if they 
were true family. 


The pair of them had wasted no time in getting sunburnt 
and were now both glowing pink representatives of Brits 
abroad everywhere. Elizabeth didn't seem to share that trait 
and | loved what the sun did to her skin, but even if she had 
to stay in the shade, | would have loved her pale, and 
interesting. To me she was always going to be perfect. 
Elizabeth picked Alexei up, shifting him onto her hip as she 
came over to join me at the helm. | could never resist kissing 
her, and she leaned in making a low moan against my lips 


that had me hard in an instant. I'd have dragged her down 
into the cabin below and had my way with her for the rest of 
the trip if we hadn't had company. 


We'd be heading to Russia in the spring and we'd need a 
nanny who was prepared to come with us. Elizabeth had 
insisted on someone British or American, so she could make 
sure there was no question of her being misunderstood, but 
for now, she barely trusted anyone with our son at all. 


It would have been a brave woman who misunderstood my 
wife in any language and her Russian was coming on well 
enough, but | had no reason to argue. 


"Let me take this little one off you for now." Cassie was the 
exception and | watched Elizabeth's face soften with thanks 
as her friend took our son and bounced him up and down, 
making him shriek with laughter. "Mummy and Daddy want 
a bit of time to themselves. Yes they do Little Mister. You 
come and see your Uncle Mitch." 


Elizabeth leaned back from me, looking over towards the 
sizzling fish. 

"Is this the fish you guys caught? 

"That your husband caught," Roman corrected. "He's 
become quite the fisherman. You should have seen the fight 
this monster put up." 


Elizabeth gave me another hug, her arms resting easily 
around my torso as she grinned up at me, proudly. 


"See, we're going to have to come back next winter and see 
if you can't show Alexei how to do it too." 

| let out a sigh of contentment as she snuggled in against 
me and | turned the nose of the boat around. There was 
nothing | wanted more than to come back here to escape the 
Russian winters and show our boy how to do all kinds of 
things. I'd teach him to swim and fish, and he'd grow up with 
the perfect American accent, just like I'd grown up with a 
British one, and the world would be open to him. 


The Bratva would do that for him. We held the power and 
under their roof | knew there was no opportunity we 
wouldn't have. 

Soon, the bright sun would start to sink, and we'd head off 
towards the sunset for our first adventure as a family, before 
we finally went back to the home I'd not set foot in since | 
was a child. Bringing Elizabeth back to St Petersburg with a 
son of our own would give me a way of righting all the 
wrongs of long ago and | couldn't wait. 

But it wasn't about the past any longer. Not for either one of 
us. The only thing that mattered was the future we had 
together, and | knew for certain that with all the love | had 
for Elizabeth, it was going to be amazing. 

She turned to me, reaching up to touch my cheek and when 
she pulled me down for a deep kiss, Mitch let out an 
overacted shout. 

"Alright, alright. None of that in front of the kid. You put her 
down!" 

Elizabeth let out a laugh that rang through my ears like 
happiness itself and | knew that wherever we found 
ourselves, with this woman by my side, | was home. 
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